PREFACE

In abid to standardize higher education in the country, the University Grants Commission
(UGC) has introduced Choice Based Credit System (CBCS) based on five types of courses
viz. core, generic, discipline specific elective, ability and skill enhancement for graduate
students of all programmes at Honours level. This bringsin the semester pattern which finds
efficacy in sync with credit system, credit transfer, comprehens ve continuous assessments and
agraded pattern of evaluation. The objective isto offer learners ample flexibility to choose
from a wide gamut of courses, as also to provide them lateral mobility between various
educationd ingtitutionsin the country where they can carry their acquired credits. | am happy
to note that the university has been recently accredited by National Assessment and
Accreditation Council of India (NAAC) with Grade “A”.

UGC (Open and Distance Learning Programmes and Online Programmes) Regulations,
2020 have mandated compliance with CBCS for U.G. programmes for al the HEIsin this
mode. Welcoming this paradigm shift in higher education, Netaji Subhas Open University
(NSOU) has resolved to adopt CBCS from the academic session 2021-22 at the Under
Graduate Degree Programme level. The present syllabus, framed in the spirit of syllabi
recommended by UGC, lays due stress on all aspects envisaged in the curricular framework
of the apex body on higher education. It will be imparted to learners over the six semesters
of the Programme.

Self Learning Materia (SLMs) are the mainstay of Student Support Services (SSS) of
an Open University. From a logistic point of view, NSOU has embarked upon CBCS
presently with SLMsin English / Bengali. Eventually, the English version SLMswill be
trandated into Bengali too, for the benefit of learners. Asaways, al of our teaching faculties
contributed in this process. In addition to this we have a so requisioned the services of best
academics in each domain in preparation of the new SLMs. | am sure they will be of
commendable academic support. We look forward to proactive feedback from all stakeholders
who will participate in the teaching-learning based on these study materias. It hasbeen avery
challenging task well executed, and | congratulate al concerned in the preparation of these
SLMs.

| wish the venture a grand success.

Professor (Dr.) Subha Sankar Sarkar
Vice-Chancdllor
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Unit 1 O Classical Indian Drama—Theory and Practice

Sructure

1.1.0. Introduction

111 Essentials of Ancient Indian Drama
1.1.2. Techniques of Sanskrit Drama
1.1.3. The Dramatic Convention

1.14. Four Aspects of Drama

1.1.5. Unity of Time, Place and Action
1.1.6. Concept of the Five Sages
1.1.7. Types of Drama

1.1.8. Types of Acting

1.19. Death of the Protagonist?
1.1.10. Activity for the Learner

1.1.11. Summing Up

1.1.12. Comprehension Exercises
1.1.13. Suggested Reading

1.1.0 Introduction

We have all grown up hearing that the origins of Indian drama are very old. But how
old is that actualy? And how do such origins connect us with the roots of our ancient
civilization? The answers to these might seem like stories, but they are indeed necessary
to be recalled if we are to understand why the tradition of drama has aways had a
specia place in Indian culture. In this Unit, we will first situate the supposed origins of
drama, then look into how its theoretical frames have developed, and how that is put
into practice. As such, you can look upon this Unit as basic to your understanding of
the Classical Indian dramatic tradition.

If we go back to the origins of drama in Indian context, the traces lead us to the
divine cause. It is held that at the behest of the gods, led by Indra, Brahma, the Creator
himself, took this charge to create the fifth Veda out of the existing four ones. He
distilled the element of recitation from the Rgveda; the element of music from the
Samveda; imitation and representation from the Yajurveda; and the sentiment from the
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Atharvaveda. This is how we have the creation of the Natyaveda. Later on,
this was handed over to the sage Bharatmuni, who, out of this veda compiled
Natyasastra, a voluminous work comprising about six thousand couplets and divided
into thirty-six Chapters. It contains all the conceptual, theoretical and physical ideas of
traditional Indian theatre. It is also believed that Lord Shiva contributed the
tandava nrtya (dance) and Lord Vishnu invented the four dramatic styles (verbal,
energetic, graceful, grand). Thus in the religious origin of drama Brahma, Vishnu and
Mahesh standing respectively as the Creator, the Preserver and the Destroyer come
together. The classical conception of Indian drama is therefore linked to the origins of
our culture.

1.1.1 Essentials of Ancient Indian Drama

The popularly accepted English rendering for the word Natya is ‘drama.’” The moment
we hear the word ‘drama’ we are reminded of the Greek dramas and the Aristotelian
definition of tragedy. In spite of certain similarities with the Greek drama, the ancient
Indian theatre differs considerably from them. In the theory of drama, Bharatmuni’s Na
‘tyasastra stands unparalleled in world thestre and literature in that it anticipates, analyses
and answers in detail to amost all the problems pertaining to dramatic presentation and
production. In its circumference, it involves the origin of the theatre, construction of the
playhouse, preliminaries to a dramatic performance, choreographic elements, make-up,
costumes, poetics, music, songs, characterisations, sentiments, etc. Thus it talks about
the technical and poetic aspects of drama and in that only lies its uniqueness and
distinction. The meaning and theory of natya becomes clear as we sketch its distinction
from Greek drama.

We have seen in the introductory section that Lord Shiva contributed nrtya (dance)
to it, so Indian drama comprises of dance and action both. Thus, it lays equal stress on
plot and spectacle (dance being directly related to the eyes). In Greek drama however
as you know from Core Course 2, the emphasis is laid mgorly upon the plot, as plot
is considered to be the soul of tragedy. All classical Indian drama was meant to be
performed on the stage and that is why the spectacle is no less important than the plot.
In the following sections we will talk about the elements such as gestures, postures,
words, etc. which are essential in giving the drama its salient form. These elements
necessitate the requirement of decorations which include make-up, costumes and even
the set or scene. This embellishment is altogether neglected in Greek drama and even
if they refer to them, the reference is least.
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Ancient Indian drama was a composite production of nrtya (dance), gita (song), and
vadya (music). Therefore, it demands a constant engagement on the part of the spectator
with his various senses actively participating till the representation goes on. Though in
Greek tragedy they have introduced chorus, part which is a sort of dance and song, but
their function differs considerably from the ancient Indian drama. Indian plays were a
combined production of words, gestures, postures, make-up, costumes, song, dance, etc.
It was not however that the drama was loaded with them through and through. During
the dramatic performance, the instruments were played only when necessary. According
to the propriety and need of the scene these elements were chosen and all the elements
were not given equa importance al at once. As the words or situation demanded or
required, that part of the play partook the nature accordingly. Due to this unique nature
of ancient Indian drama, it has a literary form of its own different from that of classical
European drama. But it was not only on account of its literary form the classical
Sanskrit drama stood apart, technique also plays equal important role which the
following section consists of.

1.1.2 Techniques of Sanskrit Drama

A Sanskrit drama is essentially and primarily a spectacle so it is essential for the
playwright to be aware of the rules that are indispensable in its production. Ancient
Indian drama s performance based, so every action and spectacle should be suitable for
stage performance. Bharatmuni was very conscious about this connection between the
technical and the literary aspects of dramatic production. That is why he treated both of
them with equal care and gave them equal importance. Therefore, one should not wonder
If one comes across areference to Natyasastra while reading aesthetics, drama, rhetoric,
poetics, dance, etc. As part of the dramatic convention, different aspects of drama, unity
of time, place and action, the different stages through which the plays develop—all of
these are included in the dramatic technique. According to the scale of importance, they
deserve to be treated separately, though, in brief for the sake of our understanding.

1.1.3 The Dramatic Convention

It was a problem for the ancient Indian theorists whether to stick to the realistic
nature or the theatrical nature in the production of the play. Bharatmuni talks about two
types of dharmi (nature): Lokadharmi' (realistic nature) and Natyadharmi (theatrical
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nature). When the dramatic performance is represented following the realistic standards
and does not deviate from this, when the natural behaviour of men and women is
performed naturally, it is called the realistic nature. When in a dramatic representation
the realistic standards are violated / surpassed, it is called theatrical nature. If a role of
a woman is performed by a man or a man’s by a woman, it will be an example of
theatrical nature. This is acceptable as drama is an art form that expresses in order to
affect. To create that desired effect it alows certain degree of artificiality in a dramatic
performance. With the help of other elements such as—make-up, costume, gesture,
posture, etc. it should look perfect in representation. It is not only applied to the
behaviour of men and women but also to the presentation of natural events as well. For
example, in the first act of Abhijiana-Sakuntalam the king appears at a distance from
the hermitage but shortly afterwards is seen entering it by taking few steps only on the
stage. The redlistic standard is being violated here for the sake of theatrical nature. In
reality it seems unnatural but in the dramatic performance it does not appear to be so.
This should be and has been the practice of dramatic performance of ancient Indian
theatre.

1.1.4 Four Aspects of Drama

To understand the technique of dramatic production we need to discuss the four
different aspects of drama which are based on the style. According to the Kashmiri
aesthete and philosopher Abhinavagupta (950-1016 AD), natya differs from everything
experienced at an empirica level. It is not a mere reflection, imitation or pictorial
presentation of the things of the outer world. It is altogether a different experience, it
is essentialy rasa that is sustainable aesthetically only. We will come to a detailed
discussion of rasa in the subsequent Unit. For now, it may be said that the aesthetic
experience which Abhinavagupta talks of comprises the experience of basic emotion in
form of rasa which affects the soul that is in a way de-individualised. The four styles
that we are going to talk about are directly related to the sentiments.

Bharatmuni uses the term vrtti, the English equivalent of which would be ‘style.’ In
Chapter VI of Natyasastra, he introduces them and talks about them in detail in Chapter
XXI1I which are of four types:
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e Bharati (the Verbal)

e Sattvati (the Grand)

e Kaisiki (the Graceful)

e Arabhati (the Energetic)

Based on these four styles we have four forms of action. In dramatic performance
the Verbal style is characterised by significant and powerful use of speech. Bharatmuni
explains the Verbal style as that which is enacted by the male characters and that which
is not to be applied by the females and that which has prominence in the speeches made
in Sanskrit and that which is used by the eponymous actors (bharatas) is Verba (bha
‘rati). This style is applicable to evoke the Pathetic (karuna) and the Marvellous
(adbhuta) sentiments. This verbal style is taken from the Rgveda.

The Grand style (sattvati) is endowed with the quality of high spirit (sattva) which
IS proper, uses metre and has exuberance of joy and gives no place to the state of sorrow
(no pathetic subject-matter should find a place in this style). This style presupposes
verbal and physical representation which focuses primarily on words and gestures. In
other words we can say, “the presentation which depends for its effect on various
gestures and speeches, display of strength as well as acts showing the rise of spirit, is
considered to be in the Grand Style.” (Natyasastra trans. by M. Ghosh). The Furious
(raudra), the Heoric (vira), and the Marvellous (adbhuta) sentiments are marked by this
style. It has been incorporated from the Yajurveda.

The Graceful style (kaisiki) is interesting on account of its characteristics that lend
grace to it. On account of charming costume worn especially by the women that ook
elegant; that has incorporated different types of dance, song and music and the themes
acted are mostly the practises of love and connected with it, and its subsequent
enjoyment, is what is characterised by the Graceful style. This style is derived from Sa
‘maveda. It is proper for the Erotic (§rrigara) and the Comic (hasya) sentiments.

The Energetic Style (arbhati) has at the centre of it a bold person, the word
arbhata standing for a ‘bold person.” According to Bharatmuni the style that includes
mostly the qualities and speeches of a bold person such as: use of altercation or verbal
duel, usage of deceptive suggestions, behaviour characterised by excessive pride,
falsehood and braggart is known as the Energetic Style. Further he says that the style
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in which there is “a representation of falling down, jumping, crossing over, piercing,
deeds of magic and conjuration and varied ways of fighting, is called Energetic.” (Na
‘tyasastra trans. by M. Ghosh). This is to evoke the Terrible (bhayanaka), the Odious
(bibhatsa) and the Furious (raudra) sentiments. Athrvaveda is the source of this style.

On having a closer examination one will find that except the Graceful, the other
three styles do not have exclusive application as some of them seem apt for more than
one sentiment. In Natyasastra we have ten kinds of plays and on analysing their
description we will find the presence of almost al the styles in the presentation of Na
“taka, Prakarana, Samavakara, etc. while in others only some of these. Now to some,
it may seem to be a defect but so far as the understanding of the prevailing character
is concerned it helps greatly as it not only adopts one or more styles but also gives
importance to one or the other.

1.1.5 Unity of Time, Place and Action

The purpose of classical Indian drama was not merely for the sake of entertainment
but for preserving and raising the moral standard of the society as their maintenance was
necessary for the healthy growth of the society. In that sense there is a close parallel
between the purposes of classical Indian drama with classical European drama, where
the twin principles of edification (knowledge) and gratification (pleasure) were identi-
fied. Keeping this in mind, classical Indian playwrights did not attempt to follow any
hard and fast rule regarding the three unities. They did not limit the fictitious action to
the length of time or place as had been observed by the Greek tragedians. In the
development of the plot the Sanskrit dramatists do not have restriction of 24 hours on
the length of time. It is stated in Natyasastra that in an individual act (anka) there
should be those incidents only that could take place in one single day and there should
not be any interruption in the routine duties such as prayer, meals, etc. It means that the
incidents should be arranged in such away as to add to the act and not clash even with
the routine work. Further Bharata says that there should not be over incidents infused
in the course of a single act. So far as the characters appearance on the stage is
concerned during an act, they should retire only after they have performed the things
related to the purpose of the play and in such a way that they should have led to the
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relevant sentiment. If there are severa incidents that cannot be completed within the
duration of a single day, then the playwright should complete that act and after
completion they should be presented in the introductory scene. Incidents taking place in
amonth or ayear’s duration should also be presented by closing that act but if they take
more than one year they should not be presented like this. For example, if a person starts
on along journey for business, etc. it should also be included in the introductory section.
Understandably, this detail is important as a backdrop for understanding the context, it
cannot be an event proper within the play. Therefore, what has been stated regarding
time looks more like a logical necessity than any restriction.

Similarly there was no restriction regarding place or locality as we see sometimes
the action moving from earth to heaven. Bharatmuni just had to say this much that the
scenes of the play that have celestial heroes (gods in human form) should be laid in
India (Bharata Varsa) be it scenes of capture, killing, etc. The reason for this is not
related to any rule but an aesthetic one. He says that Bharata Varsa should be chosen
as locale because it is aland of charm, sweet smell and golden colour. But those scenes
of sport, enjoyment in the company of females can be laid in other subcontinents
because there is neither grief nor sorrow there. As modern readers, we can of course
debate on such assumptions, but it needs to be understood that the upholding and
glorification of a particular tradition might have been uppermost in the mind of the
theoretician.

If there was any principle that could not be violated in Sanskrit drama, it was unity
of action. These playsrely heavily on creating the spectacle so as to leave an impression
on the spectator and this could have been achieved only when there was congruity in
action. The aim of the playwrights is the presentation of a permanent mental state in
such away as to bring identification of the spectator with the spectacle. Therefore, every
action should be directed in harmony with the permanent mental state. Along with this
it should aso be maintained that the act should not be infused with too many incidents
and subsidiary events which might affect this unity. As said earlier, additional details
that are not strictly a part of the plot should not be directly presented on the stage, they
should rather be reported in the introductory section. To clarify the upcoming events (so
that it might not come as a shock or surprise to the spectator) short explanatory devices
can be put in before the act. All these help not only in getting the unity of impression,
but also impart a proper movement to the play which is must for a successful dramatic
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representation. It is in this regard aso Sanskrit drama differs from Greek tragedy
because the latter restricts the action to fit in the confinement of time (24 hours), place
(the play should end where it begins from), and action.

1.1.6 Concept of the Five Stages

Regarding the development of the action Bharatmuni does not say much neither he
lays any rule for the dramatists. It may be because the nature of Natyasastra which has
been written in sttras (aphorisms), the chief characteristic of which is brevity. We rarely
find any scholar writing aphoristic literature illustrating rules. In one of the greatest
grammarian, Panini’s Agadhyayi we do not find illustrations. However, thisis only one
way of justifying, in reality we do not know why it went missing in Natyasastra.
Therefore, the five stages, through which the plot develops, have been taken from King
Harsa. He is the writer of Harsa Vartika which is a commentary on Natyasastra. He
illustrates these five stages of development from his own drama of Ratnavali and later
commentators have ssimply followed him. Following is a brief description of each of the
five stages.

The Beginning (Prarambha)

There are two ways to begin the action in Sanskrit drama. One starts with the means
that has already been got through and that hel ps the protagonist to achieve his goal. Now
the protagonist may have got through this means either by the help of his ministers, etc,
or by his own personal efforts. In the second type of beginning this means is yet to be
achieved. In the first type the action begins with the recollection of the means and as
this means is to help the hero realise his godl, it is further ascertained that they are
sufficient to lead to the desired goal. Thus with the firm determination of utilizing them
the action proceeds. In the latter case where the means are not yet at the disposal of the
character, the action begins with the mental attempt to chart out a plan to acquire them.
Since their efficiency is ascertained, the characters main concern is to secure them. It
IS not necessary that the beginning is to be initiated by the hero only. The king may
entrust this task to his ministers thereby keeping himself aloof from the action. Not
necessarily the action has to be begun by the king or his minister only, but it is possible
even by the heroine or the adversaries who are created in the attainment of the means
by the divine power/being.
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The Effort (Yatna)

This second stage, the Effort, concentrates on the hero. The beginning, as you just
read, can be made by anyone besides the protagonist, but the efforts have to be made
by the central character of the drama only. Here, the protagonist contrives the only way
to realise the desired end and then starts following it whole heartedly. This effort
constitutes the major and important section of the play and plays pivotal role as the
success of the end will be determined by this only, however simple or common it may
seem to be (as it is not necessary for the effort to be adventurous all the time).

The Height (Praptyasa)

The effort demands action on the part of the protagonist and the other characters
who may be related directly or indirectly. Although at the centre of the effort is the
protagonist, but there are other characters as well who either emerge as helpers or act
antagonistically towards the desired aim. That is why in the drama we have two groups
of characters. It may be possible that we have this division from the very beginning, or
it might develop later in the drama. In one group are included characters who help the
central figure in the attainment of the objective, and in the second group are those who
try to create obstacles in order to turn down the effort. Therefore, this stage, the Height,
represents the struggle and strife between the two contending groups. This makes the
action complex as it seems for some time that the protagonist is advancing speedily but
then there are reversals. Again, there is advancement followed by another setback. After
the repetition of this, the central figure emerges to be more confident and hopeful
because he has the means at hand. Simultaneously he is afraid of yet another failure
because of the presence of the opposite party that is determined to frustrate the designs
of the protagonist. As you proceed with your texts in this Course, you should try to
understand these generic movements within the plays.

The Consequence (Niyatapti)

Thus at the height of the action, we see the exploits of the hero/heroine being met
with disappointment time and again by the intervention of the opposition which sets the
cause back. This set back obtrudes the attainment of the objective so it leads to the
search for the possible means at hand whereby the protagonist and his’her helpers could
marshal those resources to remove the hindrances and overcome the oppositions that
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restrict them from realising their goal. And the hero somehow manages to get through
all of them as it is a prominent characteristic feature of Sanskrit drama that ultimately
the protagonist has to succeed, he has to come up with a successful application of his
plan and therefore there is no tragedy in classical Indian drama.

This removal of obstacles which is the Consequence is of two types, or we should
say that there are two ways to it. One way of removing is by destroying it completely
and thisis what popularly happens in Sanskrit drama. To destroy something, courageous
demonstration is needed and the permanent mental state evoked in such a situation is
the Heroic one. The second way is by reconciling with the opposite party where those
who are with the protagonist and those who are against them, by mutual consent,
reconcile with each other. But just by mere reconciliation the goal is not attained
immediately as it would look unreal and undramatic. From this point to the actual
realisation of the goal the protagonist has to unravel the entangled plot by solving
certain mysteries.

The Close (Phalagama)

The action undergone through the previous stages naturally leads to maturity. The
things proposed, have been accomplished, the goal realised, complexities dissolved,
mysteries solved, now the action proceeds to the closure. It takes time to reach to this
stage but this stage itself does not take much time. If the story narrates separation of the
lover and beloved it hasits close in their union. The protagonist is rewarded for his/her
efforts, and that is why it is said to be phalagama.

As an interesting activity, make a cross study of the 5 stage structure of classical

drama under the model of Freytag's Pyramid that you have read of in Core Course 2
with this structure of Indian Classical Drama.

1.1.7 Types of Drama

There are ten kinds of drama which are further divided into two main types. In the
first types are included those kinds which are full of different forms of action complete
in al their aspects and the two kinds of drama included here are—Nataka and
Prakarana. In the second type we have those dramas which have one or two forms of
action incomplete in some of their aspects. The rest eight types included under this
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category are—Anka, \Wauoga, Bhana, Samavakara, Vithi, Prahasana, Dima, and 1ha
mrga. Keeping the requirement of the unit in mind, it is necessary to discuss some of
them so we shall discuss the major types which are Nataka and Prakarana, while the
other types will be dealt with in Module 1 Unit 3 in detail.

The Nataka

The subject-matter of Nataka must be based on some well known story, meaning
that, it must be based on stories from Puranas, History or any such celebrated work the
hero of which should be equally celebrated and exalted in nature. The point behind this
is that the lineage of the protagonist could be traced to the royal sages and seers. The
hero may have divine help and protection but is not a divine being himself. Production
of rasa for delight, and the presence of instruction are two major purposes of drama.
Several sentiments as the Pathetic, the Heroic, the Comic, the Marvellous cannot be
realised in relation to the divine being, as they cannot get into the kind of situation that
would be responsible for such and kindred emotions. Moreover, gods are free from
suffering. Even if a divine person has to become the hero, then for the sake of
identification which leads to aesthetic experience, he should be more human than
divine. Therefore, he who has the character of a king whose exploits are represented
along with the sentiments and various mental states, and the kind of person whose acts
are expressive of their joys and sorrows is called a Nataka. It was mostly meant for
presentations before kings.

Prakarana

The play which is devised by the intellect of the dramatist and has an original and
genuine plot which is worked out and elaborated by its hero, is called the Prakarana.
In the development of plot the role of the sentiments as was there in the Nataka is
applicable here as well. The only difference is that the plot here is newly created, thus
it is an outcome of the dramatist’'s own imagination. In case the subject-matter is
borrowed, there are certain things to keep in mind—) it should not be based on history
or Puranas, ii) in case the dramatist has borrowed, he must incorporate and introduce
certain qualities of his own which makes his creation stand apart from the existing ones.

The hero need not be a person of a very high rank and exalted character. He can
be a trader, a minister, a priest, a brahmana, officer of a king. However rich he may be,
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he is not presented enjoying luxuries like a king and can have servants to help him. A
courtesan or arespectable woman can aso be heroine in this context. And if, in the play,
we have the presence of both male and female characters corresponding to the required
type, then a person in the company of a respectable woman should not meet the
courtesan and vice versa at the same time.

Nataka, therefore, is basically different from Prakarana in its subject-matter. While
the former is historical in origins and ancestry and therefore has to abide by establish-
able facts, the latter isfictitious and is based on imagination. Nataka presupposes kings
as its spectators whereas Prakarana is for the middle class. Both of these should have
various sentiments and psychological states, and the number of acts should not be less
than five or more than ten.

Based on the mixture of the qualities of Nataka and Prakarana there is one more
type known as Natika. Being a blend of the two it becomes different in that its plot is
invented but the hero is aking. Further, it should be based on incidents relating to music
or affairs of the harem. It has four acts and many female characters.

1.1.8 Types of Acting

Acting or abhinaya presents playwright’s ideas put in words and made perceptible
for the sake of the spectator. According to Bharatmuni abhinaya should neither be
completely realistic nor artificial rather it should be a combination of the two. He
realised the importance and requirement of both. He knew that to create a spectacle, the
dramatic presentation needs to look realistic, but the temporal and spatia limitations
cannot permit realistic presentation of everything. That is why he approves of artifici-
ality too, and aso the development of theatrical conventions to facilitate artificial
presentation of all that which could not be presented within the limited course of action.
Accordingly, there are four types of acting (abhinaya):

Physical Gesture (Angika Abhinaya)
Physical gestures are exhibition and manifest forms of the psychological movement.
What goes on in the human mind ideally gets reflected through physical gestures.

Sometimes this expression is voluntary and sometimes involuntary. The body parts
through which one expresses in abhinaya include—hands, head, breasts, waist, eyes,
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eyebrow, lips, feet, nose and chin. Through the physical gesture is represented the
central idea of the sentence, therefore, it is necessary for the actor to know exactly when
and how to move the hands, etc. at the beginning of a sentence and as it draws to its
close. This becomes even more accurate at the time of dance, as dance movements have
to be in harmony with song and music, while simultaneously conveying facial expres-
sions.

Verbal Acting (Vacika Abhinaya)

The second type of abhinaya deals with language, another important part of
dramatic presentation. Language is the carrier of ideas that are made perceptible by the
gestures. It is an important aspect of vocal music as well. If rasa is the soul then
presentation in words is said to be the body of drama. The importance of language itself
becomes clear by the fact that Bharatmuni has talked about it in five different chapters
and leaves amost no area on language untouched. His discussion of language starts
from letters, to various forms of composition to rhetoric and prosody, etc. The major
topics which he covers in this context are figures of speech, metres, diction, quality,
rules regarding usage of different language, ways of addressing different characters,
recitation, intonation, accent, use of punctuation, etc.

Gesture Flowing from Other Mental States (Sattvika Abhinaya)

An actor enacting his part on the stage is atrained one. He has been trained to move
his body parts in accordance with the flow of ideain a sentence. It is however important
to understand that these movements are only parts of the enactment, they do not actually
take place in him. There are certain other physical reactions which do not involve the
direct movement of hands, etc. they are the result of the inner mental activities. Sattvika
abhinaya stands for that only which flows from the inner mental activities. Though they
are physical reactions only but because of being different in type (related to mental
state) they are categorised separately from the physical gestures. Because of being an
internal aspect of aesthetic configuration, it is of great importance. It is also important
because of its being the controller of the physical and vocal actions. For example:
‘trembling,” and ‘change of colour’ these reactions are generally the outcome at the
feeling of horror or our being overpowered by the inner mental state. Now in such a
condition our physical and vocal actions will definitely be affected, it might as well so
happen that we are not even able to speak for that moment of time,
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Costume and Make-up (Aharya Abhinaya)

Costume and make-up are no less important in the dramatic presentation. There
would be different types of heroes and characters in drama, and to give a redlistic
presentation of the permanent mental states of each type, costume and make-up are
important. Clarity and effectiveness of the presentation of a mental state is the result of
the imitation of action by the actor who has been given the look of the hero with proper
costume and make-up. Though the action changes according to the situation and time,
yet the costume and make-up remain same so as to help the spectator identify the hero
in different situations and help arousing the permanent mental state. Therefore, from the
point of view of aesthetic configuration it is an essential aspect.

1.1.9 Death of the Protagonist?

Bharatmuni and Abhinavagupta both are of the opinion that death should not be
presented on the stage. According to Bharatmuni the death of the hero (nayaka) should
not be presented on stage but if there has to be a death of any other character it should
be in form of information only and not on-stage presentation. Abhinavagupta considers
the depiction of death on stage as disturbance in the aesthetic experience, which in turn
can adversely affect the very core of drama. He may suffer utmost adversity; he may be
presented as fleeing or surrendering sometimes but never dying at any cost. From both
these points we get the conclusion that there is no tragedy in Sanskrit drama as we have
in Greek and Shakespeare.

1.1.10 Activity for the Learner

You will have noticed in course of this Unit that there are several parallels as also
differences between the Indian and European Classical traditions, the latter having been
part of your syllabus for Core Course 2. Your reading of Elizabethan dramatextsin Core
Course 1 is aso relevant in this regard. With help from your counsellor, try and make
a comparative study of Eastern and Western Classical traditions, and how we see its
evolved manifestations in plays by Christopher Marlowe and William Shakespeare.
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1.1.11 Summing Up

In this unit we have therefore seen the origin and development of classical Indian
drama and the essentials of it that mark its distinction from the Greek tragedy. We have
given ample reasons why Natyasastra is and should be considered as treatise on Indian
dramaturgy and histrionics as it ranges from the literary to the technical aspects of
drama. We have seen what the dramatic conventions have been and what the different
aspects of drama are. What is action, how does the action develop through various
stages, how is the action made presentable and perceptible (a striking feature of classical
Indian drama), what are its types and what are the types of drama, these are some of
the inquiries that have been the target to answer here. This discussion has started and
ended with the striking features of classical Indian drama which gives us solid
background to compare and contrast this with the Greek tragedies.

1.1.12 Comprehension Exercises

Long Answer Type

Q.1. What are the essentials of ancient Indian drama that give it its strikingness as
compared to the Greek tragedies? Discuss at length.

Q.2. What are the different ways of presenting action on the stage? Does the role
of costume and make-up help in it?

Q.3. Elaborate the conception of the five stages.

Medium Length Answer Type
Q.1. What are the four different aspects (style) of drama?

Q.2. Violation of unity of time and place affects the development of action in a
negative way. Do you agree with the remark? Give reasons to support your answer.

Q.3. Compare and contrast the Nataka and Prakarana in short.
Short Answer Type

Q.1. The Grand Style (sattvika) corresponds to the Gesture Flowing from Other
Mental States (sattvika abhinaya). How?

Q.2. What is your take on the death of the protagonist?
Q.3. Discuss Costume and Make-up (aharya abhinaya) in brief.
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1.2.0 Introduction

We have al heard of or used the term ‘aesthetics’ at some point of time or the other, either
very loosely to imply something pleasant, or in its more informed sense. In this Unit, we will
try and understand its application in the realm of Classical Indian Literature. But first, let us
briefly form an idea about the origin of the term and its evolution of meaning(s).

The term aesthetic is borrowed from the West and it became an important term in the
discussion of Saundarya Sastra. It was Alexander Baumgarten who first used the word aesthetic
way back in 1735 to refer to the science of sensory consciousness, which appeared to him as
the most important aspect of fine arts and literature. This term gradually came to signify the
science and philosophy of fine arts. In Indian context, the word ‘aesthetic’ stands for the
scientific and philosophical inquiry of fine art. This, at first hand, reminds us of Hegel for
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whom fine art is an art that represents the Absolute in sensuous garb. Among the fine art, Hegel
includes music, poetry, painting, architecture, sculpture, etc. But so far as Indian aesthetics is
concerned we find the emphasis being laid primarily upon poetry, music and then architecture.
Therefore, aesthetics broadly deals with the philosophic perception of these arts. Accordingly,
the philosophic perception of poetry is known as Rasa-Brahma Vada, that of music is called
Nada-Brahma Vada and architecture is Vastu-Brahma Vada. In this Unit we will confine our
study particularly to poetry and dramaturgy with specia reference to rasa. Further we would
like to introduce you with the basics of Indian aesthetics, aesthetic experience, and its pervasive
impact on the human mind.

1.2.1 Basics of Indian Aesthetics

In India, at the very beginning, the study of aesthetics was confined and restricted
to the realm of drama only. But we all agree and the scholars have all agreed upon it
that poetry is the highest of all arts, and drama in turn is the highest form of poetry.
Drama is and has been a composite art with vastu (architecture), citra (pictorial
representation), and smgi'ta (music). All the three involve and appeal to the eyes and the
ears (the senses). Therefore, Indian study of aesthetics does not draw its origin from any
abstract or disinterested desire for knowledge; rather it draws from motives which are
of a purely empirical nature. Even Immanuel Kant in his Critique of Judgement opines
that every reference of representation is capable of being objective, even the sensuous
ones too, so far as it signifies the real in an empirical representation. Thus we can say
that aesthetics is a branch of philosophy where, “....beauty and art are understood in
terms of essential philosophical ideas, while philosophy itself is taken to be at least in
part constituted by aesthetic reflection.” (Philosophies of Art and Beauty: Selected
Readings in Aesthetics from Plato to Heidegger, by Albert Hofstadter and Richard
Kuhns).

1.2.2 Natyasastra : The Earliest Compendium of Aesthetics/
Aesthetics : An Offshoot of Natyasastra

In the earlier Unit you have already been introduced to the most ancient Indian
treatise on drama, the Natyasastra written almost more than two millenniums ago (4™
or 5" Century A.D.?), which is ascribed to the mythical sage Bharatmuni. You also
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know by now that it is an encyclopaedia of Indian dramaturgy as it encompasses all
subjects connected with the stage, be it stage, dance, music, movement, make-up,
gestures, postures, etc. It doesn't only have abundance of thought but also is infused
with integrated subject matter. Divided into thirty-six chapters, this voluminous collec-
tion of observations and rules is concerned mainly with the production of drama and
training of actors and poets. Apart from these, one of the salient features or remarkable
achievement of Natyasastra isits classification of various mental states or emotions of
human soul and the way they are transformed from practical to aesthetic plane. That is
why this encyclopaedic collection of fine arts has animated the great consciousness for
arts in India. Thus, it is a work of great psychological insight. The reason why drama
Is considered as the highest form of art is because it appeals specifically to two of the
senses, which are eye (sight) and ear (hearing). According to the Indian thinkers these
are the senses that contribute towards rising above the boundaries of the “1.” Compared
to any other form of art, in drama the aforesaid senses together arouse in the spectator
that state of consciousness which is unique in itself. This state of consciousness
transformed from practical to aesthetic plane is conceived concretely and intuitively, and
Is known as Rasa.

In Chapter Six of Natyasastra we come across this Indian conception of aesthetic
experience known as Rasa. Those sensations which are amost devoid of any mental
representation and are proper to the senses of taste and touch are considered to be states
of consciousness which are more familiar and removed from any abstract representation
compared to the ordinary ones. That is known as aesthetic experience. That is why the
analogy of juice or flavour suits aptly in context of rasa. Aesthetic experience derived
out of rasa by the spectator or the reader is savoured just like the juice. Therefore, the
function of rasa is to transform a commonplace emotion into an aesthetic experience so
that it can be tasted, chewed and that way assimilated into one's self. The pleasure of
tasting rasa, therefore, is as aesthetic experience. How a commonplace emotion is
transformed into an aesthetic one will be discussed in the subsequent sections of this
Unit.

1.2.3 Rasa: Theory and Explication

Bharatmuni in his famous aphorism defines rasa as—*vibhavanubhava-
vyabhicari-saryogad rasa-nigpattih” which means that the rasa is produced from the
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combination of vibhava (determinants), anubhava (consequents), and vyabhicari
bhavas (complementary mental / psychological states). Now this aphorism involves lot
of questions in the minds of the readers, like, if rasa is produced (nispattih), then what
does the word production stand for? What is the nature of rasa? What are the bhavas
(psychological states) and how do we feel them? What is the relationship among the
determinants, consequents and other complementary mental states, etc.? These are some
of the questions on which debates in Indian aesthetics are rooted. But before we proceed
to answer these questions, we would expound on this empirical psychology of Bharatmuni.

According to Natyasastra, there are eight fundamental feelings or durable psycho-
logical states which Bharatmuni names as sthayi bhavas:

Sr. No. Shayi bhavas
Rati (Delight)
Hasa (Laughter)
Soka (Sorrow)
Krodha (Anger)
Utsaha (Heroism)

Bhaya (Terror)

Jugupsa (Disgust)

0O N || W|IN|F

Vismaya (\Wonder)

(o]

Sama (Serenlty) This was not given place in Natyasastra and was added later

These eight states are supposed to be inborn in a man’s heart. They exist perma-
nently in every man’s mind but in a latent form and therefore, these are called sthayi
bhavas. According to later speculations, the ninth rasa was included, the
sthayir bhavas of which was Sama (serenity). Now because these sthayi bhavas reside
in every human but in latent form, they need to be evoked or stimulated. Once evoked
they manifest themselves and it is in their manifested form that they are transformed
into rasa. That is why every rasa has its corresponding sthayi bhavas. It is therefore
the manifest aesthetic representation of the sthayi bhavas that is known as rasa. That
is why, the permanent mental states are not created but just stimulated because they are
already there in our psyche in dormant form. Once enervated, they start conveying the
concurrent emotions in the form of feelings. This is the aesthetic manifestation of the
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abstract emotions which can be chewed, tasted and digested in form of rasa. Following
is the list of the nine rasas, that correspond to the bhavas or the dormant states of the
human mind:

Sr. No. Rasas

Srrigara (The Erotic)

Hasya (The Comic)
Karuna (The Pathetic)

Raudra (The Furious)
Vira (The Heroic)
Bhayanaka (The Terrible)
Bibhatsa (The Odious)
Adbhuta (The Marvellous)
Santa (The Quietistic)
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Thus, the theory of rasa gives expression to nine fundamental and distinguished
human emotions and temperaments by stimulating the permanent mental states. Though,
rather informal, but a very suitable example of relishing rasa would be that of ‘tea’
Many condiments are needed while making a good cup of tea, but at the time of having
it we just enjoy the taste without focusing our attention to the ingredients and the
procedure involved in its making. We do not taste milk, water, tea leaf, ginger, sugar,
etc. separately. Same analogy is applied to the aesthetic experience of rasa, where we
forget the complicated and multilayered structure involved in the presentation of the
spectacle. Everything is so synchronised and complementary to each other that we rarely
pay attention to them and just get engrossed in the wholeness of the situation. But they
do exist and contribute to evoke the durable mental states into the sentiments. That is
why we need to proceed to each category step by step so that we may unfold them and
understand the structure. So the following section involves a detailed discussion on vibha
“va, anubhava, and vyabhicari bhavas, which as we said earlier, are the generic compo-
nents that combine to produce the rasas.
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1.2.4 Nature, Form, and Function of Vibhava, Anubhava, and
Vyabhicari Bhavas

The manifestation of each of the feelings is accompanied by three elements— Vibha
‘va (determinants), Anubhava (consequents), and Wabhicari bhavas (complementary
mental states). These three respectively stand for causes, effects and concomitant
elements. The causes are the situations by which the bhava is excited; the effects are
the visible reactions caused by it and the concomitant elements are the temporary mental
states accompanying it. The various modulations of our mental states which the bhavas
go through are extremely complex as it is accompanied by various other mental states.
So it becomes necessary to unfold them one by one so that we can have a comprehen-
sive idea about them all.

Vibhava (Deter minant)

On the basis of the function that the vibhavas perform they are known as the causes
of which alambana and udvipana are the two types. They work as a stimulator to the
permanent mental states (sthayi bhavas). Alambana is the person or the object
responsible for the arousal of the emotion, and udvipana is the surrounding, the
environment used to heighten that emotion or feeling. It is the
vibhava that stimulates the sthayi bhava. To take an example from your syllabised text,
Sakuntala is an example of alambana and the garden, flowers, birds chirping, mild
sweet air blowing, etc. are examples of udvipana. Thus the actual cause behind an
outcome is determined basically by the vibhavas. We can take the example of tears
which roll down from the eyes because of happiness, grief or of certain infection in the
eyes or even while chopping onions. Now, to trace the genuine reason of this outcome
(i.e. tears rolling on the cheek) we will have to rely on our perception of the
determinants so as to become sure of it, otherwise it will not be easy for us to surmise.

Anubhava (Consequents)

As consequence to the causes, the physical changes that come as reactions are
known as consequents. The anubhavas communicate the basic emotion in form of
effects. It is of three types:

e Vacika (Verba Impression)
e Arigika (Physical Reaction)
e SAttvika (Other Physical Reactions)
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Because all the three reactions are physical only as they all communicate through
body language, be it vacika, arigika or sattvika, they are conducive too in nature.

So far as the types are concerned vacika and arigika stand for verbal expression and
physical reactions respectively but the sattvika is also kind of physical reactions but
those that do not involve any movement as such. Some of its examples are—
perspiration, trembling, change of colour, etc. The emotion evoked by the determinants
(vibhavas) gets communicated successfully by the consequents (anubhavas), thus the
consequents function becomes important in the sense that it concretises the abstract
emotions. For example the emotion rati (delight) is abstract as such but when it is
communicated through physical reactions, it gets a face of its own.

Vhabhicari Bhavas (Concomitant Elements)

Wabhicari bhavas are the transient emotions. Though they are mental states, they
are different from permanent mental states in that they do not persist for long, and are
rather temporary in nature. As we come face to face with the situation or words, they
sustain themselves till that point of time only. As we pass on from one to the other they
also pass on. We can illustrate this with the example of the following verse lines:

“We are not now that strength which in old days,

Moved earth and heaven, that which we are, we are;

One equal temper of heroic heart,

Made weak by time and fate but strong in will.

To strive, to seek, to find and not to yield”. (Tennyson's ‘Ulysses')

“Now the one dominant rasa here is that of vira (utsaha) but the other vyabhicari bha
“vas are also there. The first line quoted here evokes the feeling of discouragement, the
second evokes the feeling of intoxication, the third that of arrogance, fourth that of
despair, but, by the time we finish reading the last line we are left with the utsaha bha
“va which is the dominant one. The others are called vyabhicari because they carry the
sentiments which are connected with words and temperament” (Singh). According to
Bharatmuni these complementary mental states are thirty-three in number.

This is the nature, form and function of Vibhava, anubhava and vyabhicari
bhava. Though we have discussed them separately as being the causes, effects and
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concomitants elements, we must remember that they do not function independently. As
the very definition of rasa says, “out of the union of the Determinants, the Consequents
and the Transitory Mental States, the birth of Rasa takes place,” therefore, they produce
rasa only in unison.

vibhava

anubhava

L

RASA

1.2.5 Concept of Generalisation

Bhatta Nayaka, a Kashmiri thinker who lived presumably in the first half of the
tenth century, is credited to have formulated the concept of generalisation. Out of the
several commentaries on Natyasastra, especially on rasa, Abhinavagupta rejects every
stand except this concept of generalisation. Since aesthetic experience tends to be sadha
‘ranikrta (generalised), we need to first understand this concept of generalisation before
coming to a detailed discussion of the nature of aesthetic experience.
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According to this principle, the spectator or “subject enjoys being into the situation
by observing the vibhava, anubhava, etc. irrespective of the characters, time and
domain. For example, while watching Lear’'s suffering in the play King Lear, the
audience as subject cannot claim that the suffering belongs particularly and solely to
Lear who is the object, and not to him (spectator) as the subject. The sthayi bhava
‘Soka (sorrow),” thus being available to all, is felt by them all alike. There do not exist
two separate feelings, rather the feeling of the subject and that of the object gets merged
into each other and the distinction between the two is lost. Therefore, the realisation of
rasa is called extraordinary” (Singh). There is no practical reason involved on the part
of the subject as he/she gets disconnected from any kind of pain, frustration or
happiness. Secondly, we as a particular person cease to retain our particularity and
become universal. We lose our particular entity and become one with the spectacle.

1.2.6 Nature of Aesthetic Experience

The concept of generalisation or sadharanikarana in itself contains the character-
istic feature of an aesthetic experience. It encompasses one of the basic qualities of an
art / aesthetic experience—unselfishness, and should give a kind of experience which
is pure and unstained by anything practical. The situation represented does not have
such specification as, ‘thisis related to me,” ‘this does not relate to me,” ‘this relates to
my enemy,’ ‘this relates to someone who is indifferent to me,” etc. The vibhavas and
anubhavas differ from any ordinary causes and effects on account of this state of
generality because this leads us beyond the limited self.

Going beyond the limited self thus means transcending the boundaries of the limited
“1.” The consciousness of the subject or spectator, while having an aesthetic experience,
Is devoid of any practical desire. The spectacle is not felt at any particular individual
level but at a general plane because of its power to terminate the confined, particular
individuality of the spectator, who, then, for that moment of time, becomes one with the
spectacle. It is this connection, assimilation and association that lead us to the
realisation or rasa as an aesthetic experience. For example, let us suppose we are
watching the character of Rama being enacted on the stage. Even if the scene presented
on the stage is actualy artificial, it appears to be rea to the spectator. Putting aside his
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own personality, he associates himself with the spectacle, as the perception of Rama is
very much there. And therefore, he/she enjoys being into that situation. This is the
power of revelation which according to Abhinavagupta is a “specia power..... that
words assume in drama and poetry. This faculty has the capacity to suppress the thick
layer of mental stupor of our consciousness’ (Gnoli) and the things presented or
described in their general and universal form.

Abhinavagupta, in his Abhinavabharati (a commentary on Natyasastra) states that
the aesthetic experience is marked by three basic characteristics—
sadharanikarana being the first (which we've already covered), saksatakaratmaka
being the second and mukhya mahabhita rasa being the third. The reception of
aesthetic experience is based on the senses because it is through the senses that we grasp
the spectacle or the object. In the absence of the determinants, consequents and
concomitant elements the spectator / subject cannot infer or anticipate. Even if he/she
meditates upon it, it will be impossible for them to get affected because rasa is direct
in nature. This is the meaning of saksatakaratmaka. By mukhya mahabhuta rasa, we
mean that there is only one dominant rasa present. The determinants, the consequents
and the concomitant elements should all be channelized towards the manifestations of
the one dominant rasa and not multiple or more than one. We can use the analogy of
different pearls strung together with one bead to explain this. The position of the one
dominant rasais like pendant in a necklace, there might be multi coloured pearls woven
in it but they al should contribute to magnify the beauty of the pendant in spite of
diminishing or clouding it. Such should be the position of the mukhya mahabhita rasa
in presence of vibhava, anubhava and vyabhicari bhavas.

Thus when the subject/spectator, “without any personal prejudices and devoid of
terrestrial bondages, relates himself to the vibhavas that have undergone the process of
sadharanikarana, then being engrossed in that situation, he/she starts relishing the
rapture of rasa’ (Singh).

1.2.7 Alamkaras: Their Function

The poetic figures or alamkaras are credited to Bhamaha a Sanskrit poetician
supposedly of the 7" century, whose Kavyalamkara, by common consent is considered
to be the earliest available authority on poetics. In his definition of poetry
Bhamaha maintains that words and meanings together form poetry, and in order for the
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meaning to be striking, embellishment or alamkarana is the most essential element of
poetry. It is only through alamkaras that even a smple idea can be rendered striking
with equally striking words. Thus Bhamaha's object is not on defining the nature of
aesthetic experience but to state the poetic embellishments. Broadly, heis of the opinion
that these poetic embellishments should be put in such a manner as to create a pleasant
experience.

Poetry is not just thought, rather it gives the airy nothing a local name and
habitation. In poetry along with emotion, imagination is also necessary not only for the
perception but also for the presentation of facts. Poetic figures have that power to make
plain feelings or facts look catching by embellishing them. All poetry requires being
useful, but primarily it has to be attractive; and this is the reason that Bhamaha, while
describing poetry, excludes ordinariness in expression. A literary figure can be said to
be a deviation from the ordinary or plain way of speaking for the sake of greater effects.
This striking deviation is expressional as it is related to words and ideas and gives
beauty to the poetic form. Another thinker of the 11 century, Bhoja says in Sngara
Praka&a that ‘poetry does not revea the truth in logic but in light.” Mere thoughts,
emotions and facts by themselves are unattractive and are proper for science and
scientific inquiry. They may bring us face to face with the reality but the poets teach us
as they please and charm. Pleasure (Ananda) and charm (caru) are essentia character-
istic features of aesthetic experience. Because alamkara is associated with poetics, there
may arise questions whether poetics and dramaturgy are different, or if things applicable
to dramaturgists hold no good for poeticians. But it is a historical fact that after
Abhinavagupta and Anandvardhana, rasa has been able to establish its supreme position
in poetry along with drama. While examining the field of poetry, Bhamaha found lamka
‘ras (poetic figures) present everywhere and therefore considers them to be the soul of
poetry.

The earliest authority to this aesthetic element in poetics is Bharatmuni himself. In
Natyasastra he counts the poetic figuresto be four only. Later, thinkers like Abhinavagupta
and Aanadvardhana also expressed their views on poetic figures. With the analogy of
building a palace, Abhinavagupta compares the different stages in the production of
poetry. According to him the laksasas (property) are the walls in the palace and the
alamkaras are just like paintings used to adorn them. Later in Abhinavabharati,
highlighting this adorning function he says that alamkaras are like garlands which are
different from the body, but are essential in making it beautiful. As an example of this
beautifying function of poetic figures, you can go through this translation of a verse that
Abhinavagupta has used:
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“O beautiful lady! Thou seem to have born out of a mild banana plant and
thy body seems filled with honey. Thy eyebrows move like the bow of
Kamadeva and the arrows pierce my heart. Thy face is just like lotus with
drops of water all over it, the mere fragrance of which makes me feel
enchanted. O lady! Thou art a peerless creation of Brahman” (Singh).

Now just by reading these lines you can feel the delicate and piercing beauty of the
ladly.

Aanadvardhana, in Chapter 2 of Dhvnyaloka says that although, the poetic figures
arethe body (Sarira), they can be made the soul (Sariri), but that is only when the poetic
figures are suggested and not expressed. Thus, when the poetic figures like—simile,
metaphor, paradox, etc are deeply and richly embedded in poetic expression and through
words and ideas that come into expression, they are known as alamkaras. But the poetic
figures have their meaning only when they keep to their places. Just as a pearl necklace
beautifies only a full bosom otherwise it cannot add to the beauty, only a poetic figure
which is appropriate to the meaning, which yields to the artha (relevant meaning) can
be of any beauty. Abhinavagupta says in this regard that although the poetic figures are
like the external ornaments on the body, they can be like the saffron (kumkuma) smeared
on the body for the sake of beauty but only when it is organic and suitable to the
structure.

Thus we see that whether it is Bharatmuni, Bhamaha, Abhinavagupta or
Anandvardhana, they all agree that the basic and particular function of alamkaras is for
the sake of adornment. We have already pointed at the outset that poetry is not mere
emotion, thought or manner; it finds completeness only when appropriately transformed
into a beautiful expression. This is the definition of the poetic figure, this is the place
that it occupies, and this is the function that it performs. In the following section, let
us look at the types of poetic figures.

1.2.8 Types of Alamkaras

According to Bhamaha, there are thirty-eight types alarnkaras which have been
placed under two major divisions which are Sabdalankara (Verbal Poetic Figures) and
Arthdlamkara (Ideal Poetic Figures). While the first category includes two poetic
figures—anuprasa and yamaka; the remaining thirty-six poetic figures are included in
the second category. Of these, only some of the poetic figures find importance from the
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literary perspective as well as from the point of view of our understanding them. These
major ones are listed below in a tabular form:

Sr. No. [ Name of Alamkaras Brief Definition Example
1 Anuprasa (Alliteration) | Similarity of letters In a somer seson, when
or repetition of soft was the sonne
consonants
2 Upama (Simile) Direct comparison of O my love's like ared
two different objects red rose

on the basis of
similarity of properties
3 Rupaka (Metaphor) Comparison based She has a heart
upon extreme likeness of stone
between two objects
whose difference is not
entirely concealed. It is
a kind of indirect

comparison

4 Slesa (Paronomasia) When in a single “It is no matter if the
sentence, there are tied were logt; for it is
several meanings, it the unkindest tied that
is Paronomasia ever any man tied”.

(Richard I11)

5 Atisayokti (Hyperbole) | When the object Not all the perfumes

compared is recognised of Arabia will sweeten

as swallowed within the my little hand.
‘object compared to’ it
is Hyperbole

6 Aksepa (Hint) When something desired | Omens, like broken
to be said is suppressed mirror or prophecies
for the sake of conveying
a specia idea, it is Hint

7 Arthantaranyasa Where either a universal | A person suffering
(Transition) or particular is supported | from bile sees the
by its converse, either snow-white conch

through similitude or also as yellow

otherwise
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8 Dipaka (Illuminator) When a common property | The wealth of misers,
belonging to several the head-jewel of
objects is mentioned only | serpent, the mane
once, it is Illuminator of lions—how can

these be touched until
they are dead?

9 Virodh (Contradiction) | When something is The Child is the father
spoken contradictory, of the Man
even when there is no
contradiction

1.2.9 Activity for the Learner

Identity the types of Alankaras in the texts that are on your syllabus.

1.2.10 Summing Up

In this Unit, we have therefore learnt the origin of the term aesthetics and its
connotations with special reference to Indian aesthetics which is more empirical
experience than mere abstract philosophy. We also have seen how this aesthetic
experience is best delineated with the theory of rasa which was formulated in
Natyasastra but later on developed as an independent and unique discipline. We have
dealt upon its different component parts how individually as well as collectively they
make the theory happen on practical plane. What is role of generalisation? How the
aesthetic experience tends to be? We have tried answering all these inquiries. And in the
second part of this unit we have dealt upon the poetic figures and their function and
have seen how the alamkaras are used by the poets to heighten the effect of poetic
expression by making them beautiful.

1.2.11 Comprehension Exercises

Long Answer Type

1. What is the nature of the aesthetic experience that prevails in our realisation of
Rasa?

2. Delineate the form, function and nature of the Vibhavas, anubhavas, and vyabhica
ri bhavas at length.
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3. Indian aesthetics dwells upon the empirical and concrete rather than on abstract
concepts. Do you agree with the remark? If yes then give reasons to support your
answe.

4. Discuss the theory of rasa as foundation of Indian aesthetics.
Medium Length Answer Type
1. On what ground the sthayi bhavas are different from the rasas?
2. What aesthetic function do alamkaras have to perform?
Short Answer Type
1. Discuss in brief the concept of generalisation.
2. Discuss in brief the types of the alamkaras.
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Unit 30 Characteristics and Forms of Classical
Sanskrit Drama

Structure

1.3.0. Introduction

1.3.1. General Characteristics
1.3.2. Classifications of Drama according to Bharata
1.3.3. Dhananjaya’s Contributions
1.3.4. Forms of Drama: Nataka
1.3.5. Prakarana

1.3.6. Samavakara

1.3.7. lhamrga

1.3.8. Dima

1.39. Vyayoga

1.3.10. Anka

1.3.11. Prahasana

1.3.12. Bhana

1.3.13. Vithi

1.3.14. Summing Up

1.3.15. Comprehension Exercises
1.3.16. Suggested Reading

1.3.0 Introduction

The primary purpose of this Unit is to provide the learner a basic acquaintance into
the different types of drama that were theoretically practiced in the ancient and classical
Indian theatrical tradition. In its way, a learner opting for a specialized study of
European literature would be able to correlate the Indian theatre aesthetics with the
western ones and would be in a better position to understand the variety in dramatic
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representations across the globe. Further it is to acquaint the learner with the oft
forgotten occidental tradition in drama and then make one well versed into several
dramatic forms widely used in vernacular drama in India even today.

1.3.1 General Characteristics

The Indian Classical Drama, aterm which broadly designates the dramatic literature
that came after the Ancient Indian dramatic literature, has its origin in the second
century BCE and has several distinctive features that mark it as unique in the history
of Indian drama. Classical drama usually consists of stock characters like the Nayaka,
the Nayika, Bidusaka and characters like Vita and Cheta, who are largely social
marginals and flat types. In fact, the greatest source on the characteristics of Indian
classical drama, as you know by now, is Bharat Natyasastra a treatise on the different
aspects of ancient and classical drama by Bharata Muni, the father of Indian theatrol ogy
and performing arts. Bharata is supposed to have lived between 1500 BCE and 1400
CE.

Perhaps the most profound influence that any theorist had on ancient Indian and
classical performing artsis Bharata Muni. Of course, performing arts did develop before
Bharata in a major way; but he is the one who is supposed to have systematized,
codified and given it alocal habitation and a name in his Natyasastra. The Natyasastra
consists of thirty six chapters and is widely considered the fifth Vieda in the world of
performing aesthetics. Bharata is no less important to ancient, classical and modern day
Indian performing art as is Aristotle in the history of Greek drama or epic. The
subdivisions done below are of the ten types of play is contained in different chapters
of the Bharat Natya Sastra. The ten different kinds of Rupakas Bharata speaks about
are Nataka, Prakarana, Samavakara, lhamrga, Dima,Wayoga, Anka, Prahasana, Bhana
and Vithi. In the remaining part of our discussion of these ten types of performances,
or Dasharupaka, we would basically focus on Bharata's subdivisions.

Bharata's Natyasastra which is a broad compendium written by Bharat Muni is the
most important addresses many aspects of drama like acting performance, dramatic
composition, make up, costume, props and other elements. Ancient Indian drama was
professional in nature. The Director was a kind of stage manager called Sutradhara who
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also was often an actor. The metaphor over here is quite clear. The word Sutradhara
means one who holds the strings. Thus actors are to amost be like puppets, stringed to
the stage manager’ hand. Acting normally consisted of two styles. One was realistic or
Lokadharmi and the other was traditional, or the Natyadharmi. The realistic style was
not that popular, rather Natyadharmi, the conventional stylized manner was more in
vogue. However, the most important aspect of Classical Drama is the theory of Rasa
which has been propounded by Bharata. While the word in the context of theatrical
performances meant sentiment, it also broadly took within its ambit the emotional and
aesthetic flavour of the performance. Bharata in Chapter VI of Natyasastra speaks
extensively on the Rasa and this has been given more elucidation later by the Kashmiri
Shaivaite philosopher, Abhinavagupta who can be said to have immortalized it in his
wonderful treatise called Abhinavabharati which is actually a commentary on the
Natyasastra with its focus on the Rasa theory. Bharata holds in the Natyasastra that
while enlightenment and entertainment are the desired goals of performing arts, the
main object is the idea of transporting the audience into another reality which can only
be experienced by the evocation of Rasa caused by Bhaba or the state of mind. This
leads Bharata to frame the Rasa Sutra which wonderfully formulates the way these
emotions work. He also divides the Rasas into nine types, actualy talking about eight
Rasas in chapter six and later adding a new Rasa called Santa Rasa or the sentiment
of tranquility in a later place in the treatise. These Rasas derived from Bhabas which
are basically of three types, the Shayi Bhaba, the Sanchari Bhaba and the Satwika
Bhaba are the fundamental components of Indian classical drama. In the following parts
we will see how Bharata also contributed to the categorization of the different forms of
classical drama which are mainly based on these Bhabas, Rasas and, more importantly,
on the structures of the plays.

1.3.2 Classifications of Drama according to Bharata

The Dasharupaka or the ten types of plays find their mention and treatment in
Chapter 20 of the Natyasastra. At the beginning of the chapter, Bharata makes a
declaration that the classification is in accordance with the names, functions and the
mode of production of the plays. He also names the ten different kinds of plays. These
are, as aready enumerated above, Nataka, Prakarana, Samavakara, lhamrga,
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Dima,Wayoga, Anka, Prahasana, Bhana and \Vithi. Bharata also mentions that these
plays are differentiated from each other on the basis of their stylistic features and in this
respect he draws the analogy from the world of music. Just as the musical notes come
together to build up the scales, the difference existing in the scales, not so much in the
notes, similarly, the difference among the different types of plays exists in the style of
production rather than the thematic import of these plays. This analogy with music is
quite intriguing over here. Bharata breaks down the concept of differentiation into its
component elements. Just as any scale movement in music can be broken down into the
component notes, just as the notes remain inviolatable, unalterable and constant,
similarly, it is the permutation and combination of the different elements that create the
components of difference in the plays. Like the notes in music, the basic subject matter
remains the same.

Bharata further continues the analogy of music to distinguish between the different
modes of production in drama. He points out just as the tona and the fifth chord in
music includes all the notes, similarly the first two kinds of grammatical composition,
the Nataka and the Prakarana include al the styles of dramatic production. These are
the two production forms which are instinctively associated with grace and gravity.
Bharata mentions some other specific forms like the Bhana, the Sambakara, the Vithi,
the IThamgra, the Wayoga, the Anka, the Dima and the Prahasana not to be associated
with grace and grandeur. This is the reason why he begins his specific analysis of the
production form with the Nataka and the Prakarana who are considered to be the most
dignified of these forms.

As noted earlier, the most profound influence that any theorist had on ancient Indian
and classical performing art is that of Bharata Muni. Of course performing arts did
develop before Bharata in a major way but he is the one who is supposed to have
systematized, codified and given it alocal habitation and a name in his Natyasastra. The
Natyasastra consists of thirty six chapters and is considered the fifth Vieda in the world
of performing aesthetics. The subdivisions done below of the ten types of play are
contained in his Natyasastra. In the remaining part of our discussion of these ten types
of performances, or Dasharupaka, ten different kinds of Rupakas, we would basically
focus on the subdivisions propounded by Bharata and later developed by Dhananjaya
about whom we will deal in the next part.
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1.3.3 Dhananjaya’'s Contributions

When it comes to Dhananjaya of the 10" century C.E., writing almost 1200 years
after Bharata, his Dasharupakam is a treatise which can be taken as a devel opment over
Bharata. Like Bharata, Dhananjaya also divides drama into ten categories and in
Dasharupakam he provides a detailed analysis in four chapters (Aloka) on the different
types of heroines and the different aspects of the S'ngara Rasa evoked in each type.
Dasharupakam adds a different dimension to the study of the Natyasastra in the fact
that it reads the plays and the aspects enumerated in the Natyasastra from the standpoint
of the Vastusastra, the standpoint of what he calls the Nayikaveda, the distinction
between the different characters, particularly the heroes and the heroines, and that of
Rasa. Dhananjaya accepts all of the ten subdivisions enumerated by Bharata but only
changes the order of his treatment of these. While Dasharupakam can be taken as a
commentary on the Natyasastra, it has its own commentary in a work called Avaloka
written by Dhanika who was Dhananjaya’s younger brother. Dhananjaya does not add
much over Bharata’'s subdivisions, he only provides a development on the same
categories in the four chapters of his Dasharupakam.

1.3.4 Forms of Drama : Nataka

The Nataka normally has a well known story of which the audience is aready
aware. The hero is a person who is not only socially dignified but also morally elevated.
Most often he is a member of the royalty or the nobility. He has many superhuman
abilities and often relies on has divine protection. Gods are fond of him. He goes
through heroic exploits like the epical heroes. He is also a great lover, very successful
in his amorous dealings. Another requirement by Bharatais that a typical Nataka should
be divided into a number of acts or Ankas and should have an introductory scene which
is called the Pravesaka. Bharata has also given a definition of what he calls to be a
Nataka. It will be an action of kings and will be divided into acts. It will be evoking
many Rasas to create a definitive psychological impact in the audience. Now we shall
come to each of these features.

An act is actually a division in the play and it is the way the plot is divided. It is
a part of the play where the incident takes place but the scene is not finally resolved.
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Bharata also makes clear that an act which deals with heroic exploits should not be too
long. It should also contain more than one Rasa and the characters who would cause the
sentiments are either the hero, or his consort or membersin the royal court. He also tells
what should not be there in an act. An act should not be describing any miracle, any
marriage, terrified flight, a curse, grief or anger, a battle, death, seize in the city, the
murder of the hero and the like. Almost in a way reminiscent of the unity of time
attributed to Aristotle, and act should cover the events that can take place in the course
of asingle day. And it should not be cluttered with too many of incidents. The action
of the different acts should be distributed amost equally during the length of the day
which is divided into Skhanas, Yamas, and Muhurtas.

Bharata's concept of the introductory scene is quite different from that of a
traditional introductory scene. In fact, in Bharata, when the events that are to be
represented cannot be accommodated in a particular act, these events should be
presented in an introductory scene subsequent to that act. A typical introductory scene
performs multiple functions. Announcements regarding the change in time or motivation
of characters, the reversal of action (something that Aristotle calls Anagnorisis) or even
the beginning of some event. Sometimes this introductory scene is presented as a
condensed form of action that cannot be represented on the stage often because of the
involvement of many characters in it.

Bharata also talks in detail about the supporting scene or the Viskambhaka in a
typical Nataka. Since these scenes generally deal with middling characters and are
generally of two types, the pure and the mixed, the Suddha and the Sankirna respec-
tively. The pure variety of supporting scenes normally deals with exclusively middling
characters, whereas the mixed type deals with both inferior and middling characters.
Bharata also specifies the number of of the attendant of the heroes who should be there
in the Nataka or the performance of the Prakarana. They should not be of a huge
number, not exceeding four or fivein all. He also adds a special note on the introduction
of chariots and palaces on the stage. Bharata prohibits the presentation of chariots,
elephants, horses and palaces on the stage for theatrical representation. He is in favour
of men and women who would impersonate these roles. Thus, his idea of theatre is
somewhat very close to the abstraction of the Brechtian stage. However Bharata is
flexible in his use of props and the bare stage need not be bare for al the time. He
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allows the use of models in these cases if human impersonation is not possible. If one
has to represent an army on the stage, this again has to be symbolically done. Only four
to six persons would represent the total army. Bharat also makes it clear that at the end
of a typica Nataka the sentiment of the marvelous (Adbhuta Rasa)should also be
presented.

1.3.5 Prakarana

Bharata defines Prakarana as a play in which the playwright makes up his own plot,
completely original, and the hero does not come from the royalty or the nobility. Thus,
Prakarana involves the exploits of Brahmins, merchants, ministers, priests, officers etc.
Another abiding aspect of the Prakarana is the absence of any divine character in the
play. Gods and goddesses who frequent the Nataka are conspicuously absent in the
Prakarana. The play written in Prakarana form should also have the character of one
or more slaves. Bharata specifies that the deeds of the central character in the Prakarana
are those of Brahmin, a trader, a priest, a minister, and not usually of kings and
nobilities. Prakarana, thus, represents a cross section of the socia life it deals with. In
most cases the heroine will be a courtesan leading the life of almost a commoner. The
introductory scenes are the same in the case of the Prakarana as in Nataka. Examples
of typical Prakarana plays are Malati Madhava by Bhababhuti and Mrcchakatika by
King Sudraka. Prakaranas are most often divided into five to ten acts and have S'ngara
as the dominant Rasa.

Sometimes we find an intermediary between the Rupaka and the Prakarana. These
are plays where the central protagonist comes from a royal family but the plot of the
story is completely a product of the playwright's imagination, and not a familiar one
drawn from traditional literature. Sometimes, these plays feature the heroine as a
member of the royal family. These plays were popularly called Natikas. They are
generaly divided into five acts and they represent the follies and foibles, the achieve-
ments and the aberrations of the royalty.

1.3.6 Samavakara

The third form of Rupaka that we will deal with has been called by Bharata
Samavakara. It basically features popular gods and demons in the role of its heroes. A
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Samavakara is a dramatic form that is based on what may be called the principle of
three. It is a three act play; it depicts three forms of deceit, three incidents of calamity
and three types of love. It has is many as twelve heroes, mostly drawn from divinities
and is generally a petty long play spanning in time over eighteen Nadikas, each Nadika
being twenty four minutes long.

The difference in duration between the three acts has also been fixed in the case of
a Samavakara. The first act generally consists of twelve Nadikas, the second, four and
the third, only two. This makes up the total of eighteen Nadikas. The dominant Rasa
for Samavakara is the Vira Rasa which is often mingled with the S'ngara. Regarding
the use of the metres in these plays, Bharata particularly prohibits the use of the Usnik
and the Gayatri metres, since they would be too complex for the dramatic form. The
great poet Bhasais credited with the composition of two very well known Samavakaras,
the Samudramanthanam and the Pancharatnam.

1.3.7 Thamrga

Ihamgra comes next and is generally a four act play. It consists of characters which
are essentially divinities, -the gods, goddesses, the apsaras and the gandharvas. It has
also aplot that involves the Vira Rasa, most often a hero hails from the divinity entering
into the conflicts of love, life and war for a divine lady, though a final decisive battle
consisting of multiple deaths is to be avoided in the plot. The plot will often involve
alady who isforcibly abducted. It is very close to the Wayoga in the content of the plot
though the prime difference lies in the fact that Ihamgra has goddesses as its female
characters. However, as in most other types of rupaka, actual scenes of graphic conflict
do happen off-stage. One adequate example of lhamgrais the play called Rukminivijaya
by Vatsargja.

1.3.8 Dima

Dima generally consists of four acts and are constructed around a familiar plot with
familiar and dignified heroes in it. It hasin it all the sentiments enumerated by Bharata
but two among them called Srngara and the Hasya are strictly prohibited. A typical
Dima has as many as sixteen characters who come from different fields of divinity and
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the underworld like the Gods, the demons, the Nagas and the Rakshasas. the plot is
generally sensational. It has elements of eclipse, earthquakes, battles and conflicts and
the use of dangerous weapons. A Dima is a play with an extreme element of grandeur
and many emotions are present in it. One very well known instance of Dima is
Tripuravijaya of Vatsarga. According to Bharata, a Dima should ideally represent a
multiplicity of psychological states.

1.3.9 Wayoga

A Wayoga is a play where there are very few human characters and a pretty well
known hero who comes from quite a high family in terms of hierarchy but is not a
member of divinity. Sometimes he is a member of the royalty or a sage who belongs
originally to aroyal family line. The Wayoga normally coversitself in one day of action
and it is similar to Samavaraka in the fact that many of the male characters take part
in it whose roles are however confined only to act one. the numbers of the femae
character in a Wayoga is typically meager. A Wayoga generally features conflict in the
form of wars, battles, fights and individual confrontations. Thus the dominant Rasa in
a typica Wayoga is the Vira Rasa or the heroic Sentiment. Two very well known.
Wayogas are are the Madhayama Wayoga of the well known dramatist called Bhasa
and Saugandhika Harana which has been composed by Viswanatha, another classical
dramatist.

1.3.10 Anka

Anka (also known as Utrstikanka) is similar to Wayoga in the sense that the hero
is often a well known character but not a divine one and the action is confined in the
span of one day. However, the departure from a typical Wayoga lies in the fact that
while the Vira Rasa, as said above, is the dominant sentiment of a \Wayoga, the Karuna
Rasa or the sentiment of Pathos dominates the action of an Anka. Like the Wayoga, the
Anka also finishes the action within the course of a day; but the focus here is not on
the conflict but on the lamentation of the women at the casuaties of war. Unmatta
Raghava is a representative Anka. A typical Anka generally includes scenes of celestial
heroes being involved in cosmic battles set in Bharatabarsha.
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1.3.11 Prahasana

A Prahasana is basically a one act play with Hasya Rasa as a dominant sentiment.
the Prahasana is normally divided into two kinds, the pure or Suddha Prahasana and
the impure or Sankirna Prahasana. Since the form is very close to satire, the Suddha
Prahasana takes as its subject the follies and foibles of people belonging to the religious
discipline. thus for its subjects, it focuses on Gurus, monks and Brahmins and evokes
laughter at them by the way of ridicule. The language used, the costume, the stage props
and the dialogues prescribed by Bharata for the Suddha Prahasana come very close to
the European concept of naturaistic drama that developed in the 19" and 20" centuries.
The Sankirna Prahasana ridicules people belonging to lower social order like the
courtesans, servants, vitas, eunuchs and other social marginals. The decency and the
geniality of representation that we find in the Suddha Prahasana is conspicuous by its
absence over here. It has as its subject matter, deceit, hypocrisy, jealousy and miserli-
ness. One very well known Prahasana is Mattavilasa Prahasana by Mahendravarma.

1.3.12 Bhana

The Bhana is close to what is called a solo acted play in modern theatrical parlance.
A Bhana has a single character at its centre and the play emerges from the whole
narration of its experiences. Often the character would impersonate itself as other
characters and sometimes carry out a dialogue between the two while playing both the
roles itself. A Bhana, usually, is a single act play though it is often episodic in the way
a picaresgue narrative is so. The dominant sentiments in a Bhana are either Sringara or
Adbhuta and often both. There is preponderance of music and dance though most of the
things are represented in the form of a monologue. One very well known Bhana in this
regard is the Sringarabhusana Bhana by Bamanabhatta. Bharata stipul ates that a Bhana
should contain characters of the types of Dhurta or a \ita.

1.3.13 Vithi

Vithi is similar to a Bhana in the fact that this is aso an one act play but it is
different from the latter in that while in Bhana we only have one person often
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impersonating many others, in Vithi we may have two persons as well. The characters
belong to different rungs of life and are generally divided into three categories in
accordance with their social standing. They are those of the highest social category,
the middle ones and the lower ones. Vithi is generally of thirteen types. They are
Accidental Interpretation (Udghyataka), Transference (Abalagita), Ominous Significance
(Avaspandita), Incoherent Chatter (Asatpralapa), Compliment (Prapancha), Enigma
(Nalika), Outvying (Adhivala), Deception (Chala), Declaration (Wahara), Crushing
(Mrdava), A Conversation of Three Men (Trigata) and Foul and Illegitimate
Arrangement of Words (Ganda). Premabhirama written by Ravipati is an example of
Vithi.

1.3.14 Summing Up

The Dasharupaka or the ten types of drama clearly lay bare the fact that
performing arts, particularly the art of the theatre was extremely diversified in ancient
or classical India. Bharata's enumeration of the ten types of drama are dependent on
the theory of the Rasa and form amost an organic part of his conception of the
evocation of aesthetic emotion and the final culmination of aesthetic performance into
akind of adivine bliss. All these theatrical forms are a sort of accessories to this. they
not only show us the diversity, range and the richness of the dramatic form of ancient
and classical India, they also help us to correlate between the present modes of drama
widely practiced al through the subcontinent and the various streams of origin from
which it has ultimately emerged. On your part dear learner, it is very important to
grasp the individualizing features of each of these types, in order to have a proper
understanding of the nature of texts that you will be taking up in this Course.

1.3.15 Comprehension Exercises

Long Answer Type

1. How does Bharata classify the Rupaka. What are the classifications? Write
briefly on any two of them with proper examples.
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2. Which two forms of Rupaka does Bharata consider the major ones? Write
briefly about them.

3. Describe any four types of play after Bharata's subdivisions of Rupaka in
Chapter XX of Natyasastra.

4. Describe the impact of the theoretical categorization of the classification done
by Bharata on modern Indian drama

5. Indian classica drama, in all its variety, is considered to be the highest
achievement in Sanskrit literature. Elucidate with particular reference to Bharata's
classification of drama.

Medium Length Answer Type
1. What is meant by Dasharupaka? What is the most common type of Rupaka?

2. What is Bharata’'s contribution in the categorization of different forms of
drama?

3. What are the contributions of Dhananjaya in the field of Dasharupaka?
4. Compare and contrast between Nataka and Prahasana with suitable examples.
5. Write a short note on Prahasana.

Short Answer Type
1. What is Viskambhaka?

Name two Prakarana plays in classical Sanskrit literature.

What is the dominant Rasa for Samavakara?

Who are the characters in a typical Thamrga?

What is the difference between Anka and Wayoga?

What is Suddha Prahasana?

What is the difference between Bhana and Bithi?

© N o g M WD

How many types of Vithi Are there? Name them.
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Baumer, Rachel Van M., James R. Brandon, eds. Sanskrit Theatre in Performance. Dehi:
Motilal Banarsidass, 1993.



52 0 CC-EG-04 @ NSOU

Brandon, James R. ed. The Cambridge Guide to Asian Theatre. 2nd, rev. ed. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press. 1997.

Macdonell, Arthur Anthony. A History of Sanskrit Literature. New York: D. Appleton
and company.1900.

Ten Kinds of Play (dasartpa) [Chapter XX] <https://www.wisdomlib.org> book >
doc210092> Retrieved on 10-6-2021. Web.

Varadpande, Manohar Laxman. History of Indian Theatre. Delhi: Abhinav Publications.
1987.




NSOU e CC-EG-04 1 53

Module-2

Abhijnanasakuntalam
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Unit 4 O An Introduction to Kalidasa's Works
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249 Comprehension Exercises

2.4.0 Introduction

In this unit we will try to form some preliminary idea about the life and works of
the maestro of classical Indian literature, Kalidasa, and try to understand his use of
varied sources materials and mythology in order to compose a unique literary and
theatrical composition that has transcended time and space and has been appreciated
worldwide. In course of that, we will also try to fathom what aspects of the text have
given it this abiding stature.

2.4.1 Introducing Kalidasa

The works of Kalidasa may now be categorised in the groups—canonical and
apocryphal. There might have been a number of poetsin ancient India bearing the same
name or some lesser poets might have used Kalidasa's name for securing fame for
themselves. Even some commentators have shown the tendency of assigning any
anonymous composition that they did come across, as the work of Kalidasa. In fact, the
widespread glory of Kalidasa's works had gained him such proverbial fame that he was
considered to be the undisputed monarch of ancient Sanskrit literature. A widely
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circulated anonymous anecdote tells us that while counting (considering) the greatness
of the classical poets, Kalidasa being the first, occupied the little finger; the ring finger
(anamika) remained unnamed (unoccupied) simply because his second could never be
found. Whatever the reason may be, a considerable number of works which were once
assigned to Kalidasa have now been detected by scholars to be certainly not composed
by him. Lack of authentic biographical details and the poet-playwright’s silence about
himself in his works have given rise to such controversy about the body of works
produced by him. In his editorial introduction to Abhijnanasakuntalam, M R Kale lists
forty one works which were indiscriminately assigned to Kalidasa (Kale 11). Only seven
among these have been authenticated by scholars to have been definitively composed by
Kalidasa. This means that the larger gamut, containing works such as Ambastaba,
Kalistotra, Chandikadandastotra, Kavya-natyalamkara, Ghatakarpara, Durghatakavya,
Navaratnamala, Puspavanavilasa, S'ngaratilaka and many more are now proved to be
spurious. The canon, of seven works, consists of three long lyric poems, three plays and
an incomplete epic. The poems are Rtusamharam (The Gathering of Seasons),
Kumarasambhavam (The Birth of Kumara or The Birth of the Son), Meghadutam (The
Cloud Messenger); the plays are Malavikagnimitram (Malavika and Agnimitra),
Vikramorvasiyam (Urvasi Won by Valour), Abhijnanasakuntalam (The Recognition of
Sakuntala); the epic is Raghuvamsam (Raghu’s Dynasty). We will introduce the poems
first and then the plays.

2.4.2 The Major Poems of Kalidasa

» Rtusamharam: Generally acknowledged as the first work of Kalidasa, Rtusamharam,
is an assmilation and poetic description of the six seasons of India The title is
suggestive of this assimilation, samaahaar in Sanskrit (not to be confused with
samhaar, meaning ‘slaying’), of seasons, rtu: summer, rainy season, autumn, late
autumn, winter and spring. The poet appears here as debutante but not novice by
any means—the varying beauty of nature through the cycle of seasons has been
explored along with the way in which this change touches the human mind,
especialy that of the lovers. We are overwhelmed with the extraordinary details
with which the flora and fauna of phenomenal nature are described in its multiple
colours, smell and sound. Scorched under the burning sun and the resulting drought,
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replenished by the life-giving rain with its ‘verdurous gloom’, mellow in late
autumn’s ripe gold or shivering and pale under the cold moon’s foggy veil—all the
descriptions of the seasonal and human nature are perfectly attuned. Thus the poem
ceases to be a mere description of nature and takes on the role of harmonizing the
beauties of nature and woman with a passionately felt experience: “Seeing the glow
of the beloved's dark eyes/ in the blue lotuses; / hearing the tone of her gold girdle
bells / in the love-mad murmur of wild geese: / recalling the rich red of her lower
lip/ in the Bandhuka's flame clusters ...” (Kalidasa Rtusamharam 3:24). Nature and
woman complement each other, each enhancing the other’s charm. Moreover,
whereas the beauty of nature magically heightens the loveliness of the beloved, the
human and phenomenal nature celebrate together both a happy festival of love and
a painful lamentation of separation. We should keep in mind that in Kalidasa's
work, the animating force generates not merely from seeing nature as a mere
backdrop of human drama, but from seeing nature itself as animated and interacting
to the human dramain a number of complicated ways. Therefore, if in Rtusamharam,
woman and nature imbue each other in their colours, in Meghadutam, they are
amalgamated and identified as one: landscape becomes the beloved. These two
poems treat love from two opposite perspectives, ‘love in union’ and ‘love in
separation’ and it is interesting to note that these two mark, respectively, the
beginning and the end of Kalidasa's poetic career. While the former is celebrations
of love's fulfillment without any sense of languish, the latter is all about the
separation and anguish that love brings. However, the most comprehensive view of
love could be found in the play we are concerned with in this Module—
Abhijnanasakuntalam. It takes into consideration not only love's ecstasy and
fulfillment but also its anguish in the separation resulting the anger and bitterness
of betrayal followed by a moment of epiphany, restoration and reunion. The play
goes farther in presenting the child, the symbol of continuity of love and the self.

Meghadutam: Divided in two parts- Purvamegha and Uttaramegha- Meghadutamis
probably Kalidasa's most widely known poem dealing with the separation and
longing of lovers. Kuvera's gardener Yaksa was cursed and banished for neglecting
his duties that resulted in spoiling the former’s garden. From the Himalayan region
of Alaka, Yaksa was separated from his wife and was banished to the Mount
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Ramagiri in Southern India for a year. After eight months, on the first day of
Asadha, seeing the ‘billowy-bosomed cloud’, Yaksa decided to make cloud his
messenger to his wife. Kalidasa provides a splendid description of the route through
which the cloud was to travel from Ramagiri to Alaka: via Malakshetra, Amrakut,
Vidisha, Ujjayini, Kurukhsetra, Kankhal and Kailasa; across Narmada, Sindhu,
Saraswati, Sipra and Vetravati. Thisis subject of Purvamegha. Uttaramegha consists
of the description of Alaka, represents the lovelorn wife of Yaksa and his assurance
of reunion with her. Meghadutam remains so special in the entire range of Sanskrit
literature because of its heartfelt expression of separation perfectly conveyed in
Mandakranta meter that complements the slow-moving verse appropriately.

» Kumarasambhavam: The birth of Kartikeya (Kumara) to destroy the tyrant Tarakasura
is the argument of Kumarasambhavam. Of its existent seventeen cantos, the first
seven are generally accepted to be the authentic part and the rest has been
interpolated later, may be by more than one poet. For the evidently inferior quality
of the last ten cantos, the annotators and the rhetoricians have skipped them;
whereas the first seven cantos have widely been explained and cited by them. The
obscenity that stains the description of the union of Siva and Parvati, strengthens the
interpolation theory. The first canto of Kumarasambhavam begins with a pictur-
esgue description of the Himalayas. In the second canto, the tyranny of Tarakasura
drives the gods to pay a visit to Bramha who suggests to employ Kamadeva (the
Hindu counterpart of Cupid) to divert the attention Siva, then absorbed in his
meditation, so that he could be informed about the emergent situation. An untimely
spring is being introduced by Kamadeva to ignite the passion of Siva. A distracted
and furious Siva opens his third eye to find his distracter who is instantly reduced
to ashes. The fourth canto is all about the lamentation of Kamadeva's wife Rati, the
fifth is centred on Parvati’'s asceticism for having Siva as her husband, the sixth
contains the proposal of marriage and in the seventh, the grand marriage of Sivaand
Parvati actually takes place. The consecutive, unauthentic cantos describe the union
of the couple and the birth of Kartikeya.

2.4.3 Kalidasa's Epic Poem

Raghuvamsam: Taking into account the chronicles of twenty-nine rulers of the
solar dynasty (Suryavamsam)—from Dileep to Agnivarna - Raghuvamsam is Kalidasa's



NSOU e CC-EG-04 1 59

longest poem containing nineteen cantos. Although the poet planned to focus on the life
and character of Rama, through canto eleven to fourteen, he considered king Raghu to
be the greatest of this dynasty. Hence the title glorifies Raghu, the warrior who
conquered a significant part of South and central Asia. More than encapsulating the
entire story of the Ramayana, Kalidasa's epic is significant because it stretches forward
and backward to depict the saga of a dynasty, using twenty-one varieties of Sanskrit
meters. The overall effect is simply magnanimous. As learners of this Course, you
should feel the urge to read further in this area to discover how/ in what ways Kalidasa's
treatment of the theme can be paralleled or compared in contrasted studies of the
Ramayana.

2.4.4 The Plays of Kalidasa

» Malavikagnimitram: This five-act play is based on the love story of Malavika, the
princess of Vidarbha and Agnimitra, the king of Vidisha. On the present day map
of India, Vidharbha would correspond to the north eastern region of Maharastra,
while Vidisha is an ancient city in present day Madhya Pradesh. Once upon atime,
Madhavasena, the king of Vidarbha, lost his kingdom. Being helpless he decided to
send his sister Maavika to Agnimitra. Malavika's entourage was attacked by
outlaws on the way but she was rescued, co-incidentally, by Agnimitra's general
Veersena who appointed her in the service of Agnimitra's wife Dharinee. By now
Agnimitra came across a portrait of Malavika and instantly fell in love. Apprehend-
ing the nature and subject of the king's passion, Dharinee imprisoned Maavika. In
the meantime, Veersena helped Madhavasena to regain his kingdom and Agnimitra's
court jester helped Maavika to gain freedom. Eventualy, Malavika's identity as
princess is unearthed and the queen Dharinee bestows Malavika to Agnimitra and
accepts her as co-wife. The female characters demand special mention in this play,
which is otherwise lagging behind in terms of dramatic and aesthetic qualities
present in Kalidasa's other plays like Vikramorvasiyam and Abhijnanasakuntalam.

» Vikramorvasiyam: The love between king Pururava and the heavenly nymph
(Apsara) Urvas forms the subject matter of this play. Pururava rescued Urvasi from
a demon called Kesi who wanted to abduct her. The title of the play (Urvas Won
by Valour) hints at this act of valour (Vikram) by dint of which Pururava wins
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Urvasi. Although Pururava and Urvasi fell in love at first sight, they had to remain
separated since the king was to return to earth and the nymph was to stay on in
heaven. Her heart and soul remained so engrossed in the thought of the king that
she made a mistake while acting in the role of goddess Laxmi in a play entitled
‘Laxmiswayambara . When her co-actress Menaka's dialogue was: “Whom do you
love?’, Urvasi was to reply: “Purusottamam”, i.e, Visnu. Urvashi forgot that she
was acting and uttered the name of her true love: “Pururava’. Bharata, the sage and
originator of drama, cursed and exiled her to earth. By Indra’'s permission she could
now be united with Pururava but only until the king begot a son. They lived happily
for some time till Urvas one day saw Pururava casting a fond look at another
woman. Anger and jealousy tempted her to enter a forest prohibited to women: she
was transformed to a creeper. In his mad pursuit Pururava went on to ask every
animate and inanimate object about Urvasi. Ultimately with divine intervention
Urvas was restored her form and they were united. In course of time, they had a
son and ironically, it was time for her to bid adieu to her dearest. She now told him
about the condition and the heart-broken king decided to leave human society
forever and to become a forest dweller. In the form of deus ex machina (divine
intervention), Narada descended on earth with the assurance that Indra has permit-
ted Urvas to stay permanently with Pururava. The depiction of separated lovers,
especially the plight of Pururava has been conveyed with extraordinary skill by the
playwright. Interestingly, the entire fourth act has been given to Pururava's lamen-
tation, most of which is expressed in the form of songs that give the play an operatic
tone.

» Abhijnanasakuntalam: By critical consensus as well as fame, this remains the
prime achievement of Kalidasa in his literary career. The plot is concerned with the
love, separation and re-union of Duhsanta (also spelled as Dushyanta in some
editions), the king of Puru dynasty and Sakuntala, the daughter of the heavenly
nymph Menaka. During a hunting expedition, Dushyanta while chasing a deer
comes to the hermitage of the sage Kanva by the river Malini. There he meets and
falls in love with Sakuntala; marries her in absence of Kanva according to
‘Gandharva rites and after the marriage is consummated, he goes back to his capital
with the promise of receiving Sakuntala at his palace with proper pomp and
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grandeur befitting his queen. As token (Abhijnana) of their love he leaves his
signet ring with Sakuntala. She remains so lost in the thought of her beloved that
she fails to pay proper attention to the short-tempered sage Durvasa who came to
the hermitage as guest. The angry sage curses her that oblivion will erase al her
beloved's memory of her. On her companions' repeated prayer Durvasa considers to
restore the king's memory of the episode of love only on the presentation of the
signet ring. Kanva comes back, approves of the marriage and when the signs of
Sakuntala's pregnancy become explicit, without waiting any more he decides to
send her to Duhsanta’s capital Hastinapur. In present day cartography, Hastinapur
would fall in the Merut district of Uttar Pradesh, and presumably the Ganges flowed
by the city. On her way to Hastinapur, the capital of Duhsanta, Sakuntala loses the
ring, without her knowledge, in water. She was refused, humiliated and left alone
before a mysterious hand took her into the sky. Meanwhile, the king got the signet
ring from a fisherman who found it inside a fish that he had captured. He was
instantly reminded of his lady love. However, the bitterly repentant king was invited
by Indra to participate in a fight against the demons in heaven. While returning
victorious from heaven he was miraculously re-united with his wife Sakuntala and
his son Sarvadamana in the hermitage of the sage Marica.

Since the chronological order in which Kalidasa's works were composed, his
evolving and maturing style as expressed through the works may be taken as clue to
establish the chronology. We will follow Chandra Rajan’s line of argument as put
forward in her ‘Introduction’ to Kalidasa: The Loom of Time: “ That Malavikagnimitram
is an early play and that it followed Rtusamharam is fairly certain. It was probably
followed by Vikramorvasiyam, the incomplete epic Raghuvamsam and
Kumarasambhavam, also incomplete. Meghadutam and Sakuntala are clearly the last
works of the poet. In these, Kalidasa's vision has mellowed and deepened and the
language responds like a finely-tuned instrument to every touch” (Rajan 44).

2.4.5 Sources of Abhijnanasakuntalam

At least three sources of Abhijnanasakuntalam have been pointed out by the
scholars; of these the Mahabharata is undoubtedly the chief source upon which
Kalidasa's imagination, aesthetics, dramaturgy and obviously ideology, worked.
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Padmapurana and Kattahari Jataka are the two other texts which are referred to in
discussing the sources of the play. In the * Svargakhanda’ of Padmapurana we get the
story of Sakuntala, resembling in points such as the ring, the curse of Durvasa,
Menaka's help, the fisherman and the law keepers, the death of Dhanamitra, Duhsanta's
fight against the demons on the invitation of Indra, the hermitage of Marica, the episode
with the lion cub etc. These similarities have prompted some scholars to conclude that
Padmapurana worked as the source material in the making of Kalidasa's play under
consideration. But before we accept this opinion, some points are to be considered
regarding the ‘source’ text and its composition. First of all, there are major differences
between the two texts in terms of plot: in Padmapurana, at the beginning, Kanva is
absent in the hermitage only for a brief period of time as he goes out to collect fruit,
before taking a bath at the river Saraswati, Sakuntala gives the signet ring to Priyamvada
who accidentally drops it into water and loses it, a the court of Duhsanta, Sakuntala
gives a long argumentative and indignant speech, the re-union takes place as the sage
Marica himself introduces Sarvadamana to the king and thereby attests the filial bond.
Moreover, the dates of the composition of the Puranas have not yet been established and
accepted unanimously by the scholars. Padmapurana is definitely known to have
incorporated Post-Puranic stories and the Anandasrama edition of Padmapurana does
not include the Sakuntala story in it. It could even be that the author of the Sakuntala
story in Padmapurana was acquainted with the epic version and saw some new and
innovative thingsin Kalidasa's play and incorporating elements from both created a new
story and interpolated into Padmapurana. Hence, this ‘source’ itself could be a Post-
Abhijnanasakuntalam composition.

The Kattahari Jataka story, apart from having certain core features in common, is
significant for introducing the ring motif, central to Kalidasa's play. In the said Jataka
story, Brahmadatta, the king of Varanasi, once saw a beautiful woman in a forest and
immediately fell in love with her. He married her and before leaving her after some
time, gave her aring telling her that if a daughter was born, she should sell the ring for
the maintenance of the girl and if a son was born, she should bring him with her to the
king's court. Bodhisattva was born as the woman’s son. When the woman went with her
son to the royal court and producing the ring, asked for her acceptance and the rights
of her son, the king refused her although he could recognize her. The woman sought for
divine intervention and the king had to accept her wife and son. Here we should keep
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in mind that the use of ring as a token of love and recognition was fairly common in
ancient Indian literature. Even in the Ramayana, Rama gives his ring to Hanumana for
showing it to Sita at Lanka so that she could be assured and consoled.

The Mahabharata is widely acknowledged as the primary source of Kalidasa who
worked a lot on the small tale and developed it into a full-fledged drama In Book |
(Adiparva: chs 62-69) the bard Vaisampayanatells this story to the monarch Janamejaya,
descendant of Bharata, at the Great Sacrifice that the monarch was performing.
Dusyanta, (Dushyanta is mentioned thus in the epic) out on a great hunt, arrived at
Kanva's Hermitage, deep in the forests by the river Malini, to pay his respects to the
revered sage. There he met Sakuntala who was alone, her father having gone out of the
hermitage to gather fruit. She offered the King due hospitality and in response to his
guestions about herself, told him the story of her birth as she had heard it from her
‘father’s own lips'. The Apsara Menaka, had abandoned her as soon as she was born
and some birds (Sakunta) taking pity on the new-born babe had protected and fed it,
until Kanva found the child and brought it up as his own daughter. The king infatuated
with Sakuntala's uncommon beauty and grace, persuaded to marry her according to the
Gandharva mode of marriage—a recognized form of marriage based on love and mutual
agreement. Sakuntala replied that if it was not against the Law, she would become his
wife on one condition, that the son born to her would be the heir apparent and succeed
him as king. The king agreed and took her as his wife, and then left for his capital
promising to send for her with the proper retinue accompanied by a detachment of his
army. Kanva on his return to the Hermitage soon after was pleased by the news of
marriage and felicitated Sakuntala on her excellent choice of a husband. But Duhsanta,
apprehensive about how the sage Kanva would react to this union contracted during his
brief absence from the hermitage did not send for her.

A son was born, blazing like fire; years went by until Kanva noticing the
extraordinary strength and energy that the boy displayed, advised Sakuntala that it was
time to take him to his father and get him consecrated as the heir-apparent, and sent her
with her son in the company of some hermits to the capital. Sakuntala arriving at
Duhsanta's palace had herself announced, and having duly honoured him, presented her
son to him. Duhsanta, athough he remembered his promise and every detail of their
meeting and marriage, pretended to remember nothing and in the cruellest and most
insulting words asked her to take her boy and get out. Sakuntala, shattered by
Duhsanta's treatment of her, stood dumbfounded, but being a girl of great spirit and
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courage decided to fight for her son’s rights. Even though she could have destroyed him
by the power of her penance, she remained calm and explained the Law to him and laid
out what his duties and obligations were under the Law to his wife and son. Seeing that
all her arguments were of no avail, she flung these last words at him, that she would
not have anything to do with a man like him, but that in the end her son would be
sovereign, and prepared to leave. At that point, an aerial voice spoke testifying to the
truth of Sakuntala's words and demanded that the king keep his promise to her. The
nobles, ministers and priests at the Court heard the aeria voice and accepted its
testimony. Relieved, Duhsanta welcomed her with costly gifts and received her and his
son with honour, making Sakuntala Queen and consecrating the boy as heir-apparent.
The story ends with Duhsanta explaining to Sakuntala as to why he had acted as he did.
The marriage having been a secret one, un-witnessed by anyone on public eye, his
ministers and people would have doubted the legality of the marriage and the legitimacy
of the prince (Ragan 320-1).

2.4.6 Use of Myths in Abhijnanasakuntalam

Like most of ancient classical Indian literary texts, Abhijnanasakuntalam is replete
with references to Hindu mythological stories. Right from Act 1, Verse 6 - aluding to
Siva (Pinaki), with his arrows and bow chasing and decapitating the Sacrifice of
Daksha, disguising itself as a deer whose head was transformed into a star (Mrga-Sras)
- throughout the play mythological stories have been referred to either as vehicles of
comparison or as allusions to enhance the magnanimity of the play. Since the characters
and situations are often presented in a ‘larger than life' frame and deities and sages are
frequently referred to, they are expected to be dealt with ‘no middle flight' and
therefore, the use of myths serves the dual purpose of devotional and aesthetic uplift.
We will mention here two mythological stories: The Churning of the Ocean and Bali
and Visnu's Triple-Stride.

The Churning of the Ocean, (Samudra Manthana in Sanskrit) is one of the most
widely known mythological stories, originally described in Bhagavata Purana. At the
beginning of the creation, gods and demons - Devas and Daityas—contested each other
to obtain the elixir of immortality, Amrta. Visnu advised them to throw al the renowned
medicinal herbs to the Milky Ocean, i.e the Milky Way of the Space Ocean and churn
it with the help of Mandara, the Cosmic Mountain as the stick and Vasuki, the serpent
as the rope. Visnu himself, in the form of tortoise (Kurma) supported the mountain,
preventing it from sinking down. After much toil, wondrous items started coming out
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of the foaming Ocean. First came Surabhi, the cow of plenty, who fulfilled al wishes;
then Varuni, Wine; then Parijat, the Tree of Paradise, bearing innumerable, unfading
flowers with everlasting perfume; next the Apsaras, the Nymphs rose followed by the
moon that Siva place on his head. The ocean then produced Halahala, the deadly poison
that Siva swallowed to preserve the creation. The retained the poison in his throat that
turned blue with its effect. Thus he came to be known as Nilakantha, the blue throated.
Sri (Laxmi or alternatively, Beauty herself) rose seated on alotus and then Dhanwantari,
the divine physician came with the nectar, Amrta. Immediately a battle ensued between
the gods and the demons for the monopoly of the nectar. Again Visnu came to favour
the gods; he took the disguise of Mohini, an exceedingly beautiful damsel who started
enticing the demons while the gods drank up the entire ambrosia thereby becoming
immortal. There are other dlightly differing versions of this story (including more items
emerging from the ocean such as, Airavata - the elephant, Uccaisrava—the seven-
headed horse, conch, Koustubha—the divine jewels and so on) available in Visnu
Purana, Mahabharata and other regional, ethno-cultural re-telling of the story.

The daughters of Daksha were Aditi and Diti; both married to Kasyapa, the Primal
Parent. The sons of these sisters were known as Devas or gods and Daityas or demons
respectively. Gods and demons were always fighting for the supremacy over the
universe. Bali was a demon king who, with the power of his penance and devotion, had
defeated Indrain war, subdued the gods and extended his dominion through the Triple-
World of heaven, earth and under world. This virtuous and just demon king was known
for another quality: no one who came to him asking for ams was sent back empty-
handed. Now the gods were powerless and feeling terribly oppressed; their mother Aditi
prayed to Visnu for reinstating the powers of the gods. Visnu was moved and promised
Aditi to be born as her son, Vamana (dwarf) to overpower Bali and restore the heavenly
glory to the gods. Bali once performed a great sacrifice on the banks of the river
Narmada and gave wealth and land in galore to anyone who came to him seeking help
in distress and need. Vamana came and asked for some land measuring only the length
of his three strides. Although warned by his preceptor, Bali consented, readily. Vamana
put his foot out, multiplied himself enormously in size and covered the whole earth with
his first stride and the heaven with the second. Standing balanced with an uplifted foot,
he asked Bali to show him the place where he would place his third stride. Realizing
who the Vamana was, Bali meekly bowed down and offered his head for placing the
third step. Visnu disguised as Vamana, put his feet on Bali’s head and pushed him down
to the nether world (Patala).
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2.4.7 The Uniqueness of Abhijnanasakuntalam

The source materials on which Kalidasa based his play were all too prosaic and
lifeless. The playwright has transformed this known story with his dramatic as well as
poetic skill into one of the best-known plays of the world. Like the ancient Greek
dramatists such as Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides, Kalidasa has used a story the
ending of which is aready known to the spectators as they watch the play being
performed, but like those masters he has also succeeded in making up an ingenious plot
by introducing new characters, incidents and certain turns and twists that have changed
the entire perspective of the playgoers. It isin thisimaginative transcendence of a coarse
story into an artistically perfect classic lies the uniqueness of the play as Kalidasa's
masterpiece. Hence the German poet Goethe’'s words of appreciation, as he read
Abhijnanasakuntalam that “the soul is charmed, enraptured, feasted and fed” (qgtd in
Kale 45), are quite justified.

Here we would like to go through the significant changes introduced by Kalidasa
in the plot of the play. Kanva's absence, to begin with, was unknown to Duhsanta who
was informed by Sakuntala that the sage was out for a while to collects fruits. In the
meantime, Sakuntala herself narrates the story of her birth and being fostered by Kanva.
Duhsanta falls in love with Sakuntala, instantly proposes and convinces her to marry
according to Gandharva rites, the marriage is consummated and the king leaves the
hermitage before the sage comes back gathering fruits. These incidents as found in
Mahabharata are artistically dissatisfactory—Kalidasa spares Sakuntala the embarrass-
ment of narrating the story of her own birth which includes the distraction and lust of
her biological father, the sage Visvamitra and her being deserted by her mother at the
moment of birth. The playwright introduces Anasuya and Priyamvada, the confidantes
of the heroine, for the purpose of more than just informing the pedigree but aso the
nature and passion of Sakuntala, the incarnation of beauty, truth and innocence. The
love and physical union of two persons completely unknown to each other within such
a short span of time would have appeared incongruous to any spectator with artistic
sensibility. Therefore, Kanva has been sent to Somatirtha in the play to provide the love
affair to mature into fruition. And when he comes back to his hermitage, after a brief
absence in the epic version of the story, Sakuntala herself confesses to her father about
her marriage and the resultant union. In this play Kanva comes to know all about it
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through his spiritual power; Sakuntala is once more saved from being abashed. The
marriage in the origina seemed more like a contract; Sakuntala makes Duhsanta
promise before marriage that the son born out of their union would be his heir apparent.
In Mahabharata only four of these characters, namely Dushyanta, Sakuntala, Kanva and
Sarvadamana are mentioned, whereas Kalidasa introduces amost ten times more
characters to mature the somewhat sketchy story into a full-fledged drama. Two of the
most determining factors in Kalidasa's play were absent in the epic—the ring as token
of love and recognition (abhijnana) and the curse of Durvasa. The dramatist succeeds
in introducing organic change and immense theatricality in the plot by the first and he
redeems the character of Duhsanta - from someone who deliberately refused to
acknowledge his secret marriage, his wife and son because of his public image—to a
repentant hero who suffers a loss of memory because of a curse of which he was
unaware. To heighten the element of pathos, Kalidasa makes his heroine humiliated and
rejected in a pregnant condition by her husband, Duhsanta. In this situation she is left
alone by Gautami and the young hermits who accompanied her from Kanva's hermitage
to Dushyanta’s capital. The lamentation of thisinnocent sufferer moves the heavens; she
Is rescued by supernatural power to the hermitage of Marica, later to be re-united with
her husband. In Mahabharata, Sakuntala was sent to Duhsanta’s capital with her six-
year old son Sarvadamana whose consecration was due by then. In the royal court she
stood alone, begged and argued for acceptance and finally, being embittered, was about
leave her husband for ever when an ariel voice testified the truth and ordered Duhsanta
to receive his wife and with due respect. Naturally, no episode of re-union follows,
depriving the readers of the repentance and separation of the protagonist(s) that
complete the circle of a love story.

2.4.8 Summing Up

Thus, taking the storyline from the Mahabharata, Padmapurana and Kattahari
Jataka, and yet skilfully deviating from the sources to strike his point, Kalidasa creates,
in Abhijnanasakuntalam, a rare combination of tradition and individualism while
building up his plot, drawing his characters and leading the play to a union through
separation. Religion, politics, philosophy and love—all find a place in the theatrical
design of the poet-playwright.
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2.4.9 Comprehension Exercises

» Essay type questions

1.
2.

Write an essay on the chief sources of the play Abhijnanasakuntalam.
Write a note on the major works of Kalidasa, except Abhijnanasakuntalam.

» Mid length questions

1.

2.

Discuss how Kalidasa deviates from the sources in constructing the plot of his
play.
Write a note on the playwright’s use of mythology in Abhijnanasakuntalam.

» Short answer type questions

1.

ok WD

Write a short note on Kumarasambhavam.

Briefly state the subject matter of Vikramorvasiyam.

Comment on Kalidasa's use of the Mahabharata.

Write a short note on mythological story of the Churning of the Ocean.
Consider Padmapurana as one of the sources of Abhijnanasakuntalam.
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Unit 50 Plot and Characterisation

Sructure

2.5.0 Introduction

25.1 Plot construction in Abhijnanasakuntalam
2.5.2 Significant Episodes in Abhijnanasakuntalam
253 Major Characters in Abhijnanasakuntalam
254 Summing Up

255 Comprehension Exercises

2.5.0 Introduction

This Unit will initiate a discussion on three aspects of the play. It will begin with
adua am of narrating the story in brief along with a critical analysis of the plot using
the guideline provided by Bharata in his Natyasastra. In that sense, you need to keep
referring back to Module 1 Unit 1 to understand and establish the vital links. Next the
focus shifts to the significant episodes that shape the play and finally, we conclude with
Kalidasa's art of characterization with specia reference to Duhsanta, Sakuntala, Kanva,
Madhavya, Priyamvada and Anasuya. Cumulatively, the first two Units of this Module
should prepare you to delve into deeper thematic issues that are taken up in the
subsequent ones. The text of Abhijnanasakuntalam that has been used in this module
(in the entire discussion of the play as well), is the English translation by Chandra Rgjan
published by Penguin Books.

2.5.1 Plot Construction in Abhijnanasakuntalam

You know by now that the most important text on the theory and practice of drama
that ancient India produced is the Natyasastra, traditionally ascribed to the sage Bharata
(Bharatamuni) and composed sometime between 200 B.C and 200 A.D. It is the most
comprehensive work of its kind to survive time and dealing with al probable fields
related to drama—right from stage management, to classification and aesthetics of
drama, up to costume, diet and even exercises for the actors. Here plays have generally
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been categorized as Drisya, having Rupaka and Upa-Rupaka as its two divisions.
Rupakas are of ten kinds of which Nataka is the first. The play we are discussing here
belong to this genre caled Nataka. Plays in general are made of three things—Vastu
(Plot), Neta (Hero) and Rasa (Sentiment). The plot or Vastu is regarded as the *body’
of the drama itself, composed by arranging the story in a cause and effect order. It
matures through five stages of development. Since Natyasastra maintains that the
primary objective of the plot is to present the hero’s struggle for and obtaining of the
object of his desire, the first phase of the development of the plot, known as the
beginning (‘Arambha’), refers to the desire of the hero to attain his objective. In
Abhijnanasakuntalam, Duhsanta’'s objective is to marry Sakuntala and to beget a
successor to his throne. By the end of Act 1 we are clearly conveyed about obtaining
this object. The second stage shows a determined effort on the part of the hero to
achieve the fixed object of desire (‘Yatna'). Duhsanta's determination in Act 2 demon-
strates his resolution to court and marry Sakuntala. The third part consists of a hope of
success (‘Praptyasa’); in Act 3, the king is confident of winning Sakuntala although she
does not commit herself to fulfilling his wishes. The fourth segment is about attainment
through removal of obstacles (‘Niyatapti’). In Acts 4, 5 and 6 Duhsanta's original
desires are thwarted and delayed. In Act 4 we come to know that Sakuntala is cursed
to be forgotten by the king. Act 5 shows, as a result of the curse, he fails to recognize
her when she comes to his court for acceptance and after being humiliated in public she
is taken by a heavenly pair of hands to an unknown place. In Act 6, the recovery of the
king's signet ring that he gave her as a token of their love restores the king's memory
and he is full of remorse. Act 7 leads us to the fifth and fina part of the plot, known
as attainment of the object of desire (‘ Phalagam’)—Duhsantais reunited with Sakuntala
who has, by then, given birth to their son Sarvadamana.

The significant points in the development of the plot of Abhijnanasakuntalam are:
1) the visit of Duhsanta in the hermitage of Kanva, ii) the mutual ‘love at first sight’
between Duhsanta and Sakuntala, iii) their marriage according to ‘Gandharva’ rituals,
iv) the curse of Durvasa that sows the seed of separation, v) the departure of Sakuntala
for Duhsanta's capital, vi) the accidental loss of the token-ring, vii) the repudiation of
Sakuntala and her being whisked off to an undisclosed sanctuary, viii) the discovery of
Duhsanta’s signet ring and the restoration of his memory, ix) Duhsanta's celestial
journey to overpower demons and his return journey in Indra’s chariot, x) his landing
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at the hermitage of Marica and coincidentally meeting young Sarvadamana for whom
the king feels an unexplained yet strong filial affection, xi) the search for the magical
amulet which proves Duhsanta to be the father of Sarvadamana, xii) the king’'s meeting
with Sakuntala and finally, xiii) the reunion that resolves all the complications of the
plot.

The plot is constructed carefully maintaining a structural scheme that satisfies both
artistic as well as moral purposes. The union, separation and re-union of Duhsanta and
Sakuntala are the three main parts of the play. The fourth act which follows the union
and leads to the rejection forms the dramatic centre of the play, conjoining the first three
and the last three acts. M. R. Kale explains in his editorial introduction to the play how
the plot construction helps to maintain a perfectly balanced pattern in
Abhijnanasakuntalam. A close similarity can be seen in the construction of the first two
and the last two acts. In Act 1, as the king enters the hermitage of Kanva his right arm
throbs giving him the sign of something unexpectedly good; he meets Sakuntala. In Act
7, while entering the hermitage of Marica the same physical sign is repeated and the
king is reunited with Sakuntala. Both in the second and the sixth act, Duhsanta and
Madhavya talk about Sakuntala and in both these acts the king is eager to meet his lady-
love. At the end of Act 2, the disciples of Kanva come in with a request that helps the
king to meet Sakuntala. Similarly at the end of Act 6, Matali comes in with a request
that leads to Duhsanta's re-union with Sakuntala. The third and the fifth act also share
similarity in the sense that in Act 3, friends hand Sakuntala over to Duhsanta; both have
some discussion and at the end Gautami enters to lead Sakuntala away. In Act 5,
Sarangarava and Saradvata hand over Sakuntala to Duhsanta; both have some discus-
sion, although the matter of this discourse is much different from the previous one and
at the end Menaka takes her away to a heavenly asylum. Thus the complete framework
of the play displays a consciously knit symmetry although the background, sentiment
and situation differ naturally from act to act. In the first act the lovers see each other
and fall in love though there is hardly any conversation between them. In the third act
they meet and are united mentally. The second act stands between the two. Again, in the
fifth act they are separated and in the seventh act re-united. The sixth act stands in
between. Both in the second and the sixth acts which intervene in the progression of the
play’s action, we see what is going on inside the king's mind.
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2.5.2 Significant Episodes in Abhijnanasakuntalam

As we have just discussed, the plot structure of Abhijnanasakuntalam is an
artistically unified whole where the intersections of different episodes have carefully
been amalgamated, we should simultaneously keep in mind that the play consists of a
number of such significant episodes which determine the course of the play. Some of
them, like the ring motif—its use as the token of love, the ‘ Abhijnana of the title— and
the curse of the sage Durvasa resulting the loss of memory of Duhsanta and the
separation of the lovers, and the entire episode relating to the re-union were absent in
the epic source of the play. These are the innovations of Kalidasa and should be seen
as corollary to his view of life and art. Since the dramatist constructed a full-fledged
play out of a brief sketch of Duhsanta and Sakuntala, he had to imagine, elaborate and
construct a lot of incidents and characters.

In Kalidasa's works the motif of curse has repeatedly been used not only to
determine the course of the poem or the play in which they occur, but also to allow us
scope to understand character of the persons who are accursed. In Meghadutam,
Kuvera's gardener Yaksa was cursed and banished for neglecting his duties that resulted
in spoiling the garden of the former. In Vikramorvasiyam, Urvasi was cursed and
banished by Bharata, the sage and originator of drama, for being absent-minded while
performing a play in heaven before Laxmi and Narayana. And in Abhijnanasakuntalam,
Sakuntala is being cursed by the angry sage Durvasa who was not attended properly by
the former as she was engrossed in thoughts of her lover. In all the three cases love in
the common factor that leads to the slackness in duty or attention—Yaksa forgot his
responsibility as he was lost in the thought of his beloved wife; Urvasi’s mind was so
preoccupied with the thought of Pururava that in her dialogue in the play she uttered
‘Pururava’ (a classic example of Freudian dlip) instead of ‘Purusottamam’, i.e Visnu;
Sakuntala’s thought was so immersed in Duhsanta that she did not even pay attention
to Durvasa's curse. In fact, she did not know anything about it until the re-union scene
where Duhsanta was explained the reason of his loss of memory.

Now, the question that may come to our mind in the first place is why and what did
Kalidasa think about curses? In other words, how did he define and employ cursein his
texts? Chandra Rajan explains in her afore-mentioned ‘ Introduction’ to the play: “The
neglect of duty under the stress of an obsessive love (or passion) that bears within itself
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the seeds of its own unhappiness and leads to near-tragic consequences seems to have
engaged the profound concern of the poet [Kalidasal. For we see him returning
repeatedly to a consideration of it in varying situations to explore it in slightly different
ways: in Meghadutam, in Sakuntala and in Vikramorvasiyam”. ... But in,
Abhijnanasakuntalam Durvasa's curse neatly phrases the failure of duty (wrongdoing in
his eyes), in balanced clauses. The punishment is far in excess of the negligence of
which Sakuntala was guilty; there were extenuating circumstances in her case. ...
However, the point that is subtly made in the play is, that Sakuntala was aso not
sufficiently appreciative of the esteem in which her father held her and which prompted
him to entrust her, rather than one of his pupils, with the important duties of welcoming
guests and offering them hospitality during [Kanva's absence in the penance grove] ...
. Anasuya has to remind her more than once of her obligations to perform the duties of
hospitality and in fact, it is she and not Sakuntala who actually performs them when the
King arrives at the Hermitage as a guest. A traditional interpretation would treat the
disregard to appointed duties in the cases of both the Yaksa and Sakuntala as a betrayal
of trust” (Rajan 51-52). We should also keep in mind that without Durvasa's curse the
play would have been a typica love story lacking the much- needed elements of
separation and conflict in it. The separation of the lovers and Duhsanta's remorse and
lamentation were necessary for him to realize the difference between lust and love.
Duhsanta, the philanderer whose character has aptly been summed up through the song
of Hamspadika (5.8), ultimately asks to Marica, at the end of the play: “May the Self-
Existent Lord who unite in Himself / the dark and the Light / ... / annihilate forever the
round of my births” (7.35). This growth of Duhsanta from ‘Raja to ‘Raja-rsi’ would not
have been possible without Durvasa's curse. The introduction of the curse allows
Kalidasa, the court poet, to gloss over the character of the philanderer king who, in the
epic source of the play, denied accepting Sakuntala and her six year old son simply
because of his public image. Sakuntala, on the other hand, did ignore al her familial,
social and ethical responsibilities for her passion; she ignored al that she had been
taught at the hermitage since childhood. Therefore, their separation and suffering were
moral and artistic necessity.

Like the ring motif, the re-union of Duhsanta and Sakuntala, as we have already
discussed in Unit 4, was absent in the epic source of the play. Since in Mahabharata,
the king accepted his wife and son at his court after the aerial instruction, the episodes
of separation and re-union were out of question. But Kalidasa's play moves in different
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way to depict more detailed picture of love and life. The recovery of the king's signet
ring from the fisherman in Act 6 leads to the re-union of the husband, wife and son in
Act 7. Although immersed deeply in sorrow and penitence, he performs all his royal
duties and responsibilities. While returning victorious against the demons in a war he
fought for Indra, Duhsanta stops to pay his respect to the sage Marica in his hermitage
at Mount Hemakuta. On seeing aboy at the hermitage he king feels an unexplained filial
affection for the child whose name, he in being informed, is Sarvadamana. Duhsanta is
astonished to mark the similarity of appearance between himself and the boy in whose
hand he observes the signs of a sovereign king. The king comes to know that the boy
belongs to Puru lineage and his mother is related to an apsara and she has been deserted
by her husband. Coincidentally he comes to know her name and when his picking up
of the protective amulet of the child provesthat he is one of the parents of Sarvadamana,
the dramatic tension reaches its climax. On one hand, Duhsanta’s hopes soar high and
on the other, he is reluctant to believe that fortune has smiled upon him once again. To
complete the suspense, enters Sakuntala, lean and withdrawn through keeping of vows,
wearing dusky garments and the hair done in asingle plait. The son introduces the father
to the mother and they are re-united. Marica explains the reason of Duhsanta's
repudiation of Sakuntala and al misgivings come to an end.

2.5.3 Major Characters in Abhijnanasakuntalam

> Duhsanta

In Kalidasa's Abhijnanasakuntalam, it is through the character of Duhsanta that the
ideals of kingship and heroism have been examined. A close examination of his
character and personality shows that he is more complicated than a typical ‘ Dhirodatta
Nayaka (an ideal kind of hero) of the ancient classical texts on drama, like Bharata's
Natyasastra. Duhsanta’'s physical appearance, his strength, courage and skill as a
warrior, his sense of duty, responsibility and justice towards his subjects and his respect
for the ascetics co-exist with his philandering nature as is evident from Hamsavati’s
song in Act 5, Verse 8. The playwright also prepares us for a scrutiny of the concept of
an ideal ruler, a ‘ragja-rs’, through the character of the male protagonist of his play as
it unfolds through his union, separation and re-union with Sakuntala.

Duhsanta is presented as the great king that he undoubtedly was in the popular
imagination fed on story and legend. His personal appearance is described in terms of
uncommon beauty, grace, majesty and strength. In fact, the very first image used by his
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charioteer to describe Duhsanta presents him as a godlike hero by comparing him to
Siva himself chasing the deer with bow and arrow (See: The Use of Myths, in Unit 4).
But as alert reader and audience, we should keep in mind that this ‘public image’ is
largely constructed by his subordinates, poets and hermits. There is another ‘private
image’ of the king; a ‘private face’ which is quite different from the *public mask’. This
private face is revealed in the ‘asides given to the king, as well as in his relaxed
conversations with his close companion Madhavya, the jester. It is often found that the
two faces, two selves, are commenting on each other through carefully arranged
juxtapositions as seen in Act 2. A curious interplay of these two selves are at work as
Duhsanta courts, renounces and is re-united with Sakuntala. He at first knew her
carnally, only as an object of pleasure. It is only at the end of the play that he sees and
knows her truly as a person. Something has to be added to his view of her to enable
him to see her as a person of intrinsic beauty. Duhsanta was unable to correlate outer
beauty with inner until his prolonged separation and grief at losing Sakuntala and their
child. An intense sense of guilt gives him eyesto see beyond appearance. The play itself
could be seen as an examination of relation between the ideal and actual, semblance and
truth, appearance and reality. It is in this context that Duhsanta's private and public
selves are to be seen and judged.

In a system where statecraft manuals like Kautilya's Arthasastra explicitly recom-
mend for princes the wearing of mask of virtue while practicing deception as an
essential part of retaining and exercising power, the concept of ‘rgja-rs’, roya sage, is
bound to be problematic. Kalidasa, however, does not remain enigmatic about the idea
of aroyal sage. In Raghuvamsam, Dilipa, the founder of the solar dynasty, has been
presented as an ideal monarch, a roya sage. But the same term cannot be applied for
Duhsanta in Abhijnanasakuntalam. The repudiation of a pregnant Sakuntala by Duhsanta
forms not only the crux of the play; it aso throws ample light on the un-heroic side of
the king, a deconstruction of the character being both possible and necessary in our
modern understanding. Kanvais a revered sage, a ‘kulapati’ or head of a community of
ascetics and Duhsanta himself has expressed his profound respect for the sage. His
ministers and other subjects would certainly have shared his view. Yet his veneration for
the sage finds no reflection in Duhsanta's behavior towards and judgment of Kanva's
daughter. The curse and the manner in which it operates are related to the problem of
recognition—a problem on which the play rests. It should, therefore, not be treated, as
IS often done, simply as a device to gloss over the unpleasant side of Duhsanta's
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character—his tendency of philandering, the streak of callousness in him bordering on
cruelty, his self-indulgence—or to exonerate him from the blame of harshly rejecting
Sakuntala and in doing so, showing disrespect to Kanva. To see the image of a great
monarch, a hero of the celebrated Puru dynasty which held a special place in legend and
therefore, in popular imagination, tampered by ignoble behaviour without cause, must
have been emotionally difficult to accept for the audience of Kalidasa's time and it
seems that it still isfor some. But since the curse of Durvasa, one of the most significant
elements Kalidasa added to his epic source, can be interpreted in multiple ways,
scholars like Chandra Rajan are of the opinion that the introduction of the curse “ought
to be considered as the means which Kalidasa uses to explore different states of
consciousness and to probe beneath the surface of Duhsanta’'s personality. ... He directs
us to question the whole idea of furnishing tangible proof for all those thingsin life we
take on trust: love, constancy, fidelity” (Rajan 95-96).

Duhsanta is grief-stricken because of his separation from Sakuntala but he faints
only when considering the case of Dhanamitra and foreseeing in it his own fate of dying
without successor of his dynasty. He was particularly repentant because he repudiated
a pregnant wife who could give him the much coveted son. This desire for the son runs
as a leit motif right through the play—from the hermit's blessing the king as he
withdraws his arrow aimed at the deer of Kanva's sanctuary (“May you be blessed with
a son who will turn the wheel of empire”) to Duhsanta’'s promise before leaving the
hermitage of Kanva that his son by Sakuntala would be the heir of his throne up to the
king's feeling of strong filial bond, in the hermitage of Marica, with Sarvadamana
whose identity was yet to be disclosed—all circulate around a strong patriarchal bias
that only a son/male child can be the true inheritor. This is also reflected in Kattahari
Jataka, one of the play’s sources where Brahmadatta gives his signet ring to his wife
before departing, telling her to maintain the child by selling off the ring if it is a girl
and to bring it to him along with the ring as evidence if it is a boy. Kalidasa exonerates
Duhsanta from the glaring defects the latter suffers from in the play’s epic and legendary
sources to restore his stature in the public imagination as an omnipotent sovereign of
Puru dynasty, but at the same time he leaves gaps for his audience/readers to explore
and re-cast their opinion about the hero.

> Sakuntala

Sakuntala is the character around whom the whole play moves. The playwright
makes it a point to remind us that she is not merely a mundane character like us, rather
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she is made up of the qualities of a holy sage (Visvamitra) and an apsara (Menaka)—
belonging to two different worlds. She thus inherits the innocent beauty and spontane-
ous creative energy of nature and at the same time, a hermit’s self-control and stoicism
that cause her transcendence from the level of a beautiful heroine of a romantic play
replete with love's passionate expression. Deserted as a new born babe, Sakuntala was
protected and taken care of by birds (her name comes from ‘ Sakunta’, meaning ‘bird’
in Sanskrit) until the sage Kanva could rescue and adopt her. Throughout the play she
has been depicted as the child of Nature, representing as well as protecting and caring
for Nature it its varying forms—from deer to herbs. The scene of her leaving the
hermitage of Kanva, at the end of Act 4, is poignantly accurate evidence of this where
the human and phenomenal nature interact and feel for each other. An inhabitant of the
Green World, sheis an emblem of both nature and nurture, spontaneity and restrain. Not
only has her beauty been described in floral terms, she herself has been imagined
consistently in terms of a flower—jasmine. Sakuntala and jasmine are even represented
as siblings, both are daughters of Nature. And before she departs for Duhsanta's capital
Sakuntala asks the question that the audience/readers apprehend: “Rent from my dear
father's lap like the sapling of the sandal tree uprooted from the side of the Malaya
mountain, how can | survive ever in an alien soil?” (Act 4). The Fifth Act shows that
sheis uprooted only to be trampled, publicly humiliated beyond limits till sheis rescued
to some heavenly shelter by a shaft of light. Sakuntala in fact, never belonged to the
artificial, bejewelled world of royal luxury.

Being brought up in a hermitage Sakuntala has never learnt to lie or deceive. She
Is young and naturally falls in love at first sight with Duhsanta who is indeed
experienced in the game of love and has enjoyed many women. She surrenders herself
completely to him not before he assures her of the sanctity of the Gandharva rites of
marriage. He also promises to take her to his capital soon as his chief queen in a stately
manner. But her trust is shattered as Duhsanta refuses to recognize and accept her as
wife. The reason of this is, in Kalidasa's play, the curse of Durvasa—a powerful
dramatic element that was introduced by the playwright with certain plansin his mind.
Sakuntala stands for her trial in the enclosure surrounding the roya Fire Sanctuary
(Agni- Sarana) which is a pious place in itself. The king's behaviour and his distrust of
the words of the ascetics, endorsed by the sage Kanva, are not at al befitting with one
who is the avowed protector of the holy groves.

Duhsanta’s distrust of Sakuntala’'s moral character and the resulting banal verbal
lashings on her find expression through his comparison of her with the cuckoo that



78 1 CC-EG-04 @ NSOU

abandons its offspring in the nest of crow to be taken care of. The point of comparison
brings in not only her mother Menaka who deserted her child after birth, but also
Sakuntala herself who, in Duhsanta's opinion, is trying to pass off her unborn child,
conceived through someone else, as his child. Sakuntala's trust, dignity, modesty—all
are lost irretrievably. As she fails to produce the only substantial proof of their
relationship, the signet ring or the ‘Abhijnana gifted to her by the king, she is
humiliated and deserted not only by the king but also by the ascetics who decide to
return to Kanva's hermitage leaving her alone, in tears, in “an aien soil” that she herself
was suspicious of. Even if the king had lost all his memory regarding his love and union
with Sakuntala, he could have considered the marriage valid because of at least two
factors - the sanctifying place of judgment and the recommendation of the sage Kanva
who was held in utmost reverence by Duhsanta: “A point that should be noted is, that
Sakuntala in on trial in a very specia place. It is not the King's hall of justice, where
in other circumstances, the fisherman might have stood tria for having a valuable ring,
the royal signet ring, in his possession. It is the ‘raised enclosure of the Mystic Fire—
Agni, which witnesses men’s deeds and words—which the King himself has selected as
the place ‘ proper to receive ascetics . The Mystic Fire has already announced Sakuntala's
marriage to Duhsanta to Kanva, and prophesied the greatness of the son to be born of
this union. The marriage is therefore a sanctified one” (Rajan 93).

The Sakuntala of Kalidasa's epic source, the Mahabharata, is a different kind of
person who narrates the story of her own birth to Duhsanta, makes him promise before
their physical union that her son will be the heir of the Puru dynasty, goes with her six-
year old boy to the king's court to claim her position, fights for the rights of her son
referring to the law of the land and when she finds the king obdurate, she makes the
king taste her venomous tongue and finally is about to leave such an imposter
(Duhsanta) who is afraid to take the responsibility of his secret deeds. It is at this
climactic moment that an arial voice testifies her clams to be true and instructs
Duhsanta to accept Sakuntala and her son. Abhijnanasakuntalam presents a meek and
docile Sakuntala who believes in self erasure and considers fate to be responsible for
her suffering. Even after receiving such maltreatment from Duhsanta, she undertakes the
vow of leaving an ascetic wife's life. As the king meets her in Act 7, he is struck by
her bleak appearance, dusky clothes and her hair done in a single braid. Sakuntala
surrenders herself unconditionally to Duhsanta without caring for any proof of their
union. She even never asks for any token or proof of the relationship itself which, for
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her, is based completely on trust. It is Duhsanta who introduces the idea of having a
proof and hence, he gives her his signet ring as the token of their love and marriage.
The loss of this ring, along with the curse of Durvasa, leads the play towards its climax.
It isimportant to remember at this point that the word ‘abhijnana’ of the title of the play,
means, in Sanskrit, ‘atoken or a mark of recognition’ - it may be any mark whatsoever
and need not necessarily be an ornament. In fact, Sakuntala herself could be the mark
of recognition to remind Duhsanta of his emotional and physical attachment to her. But
Kalidasa makes Durvasa mention an ornament: “ ‘My curse cannot prove false; but its
power will cease the moment she presents some ornament as token of recognition’ ”
(Act 4).

The emphasis on ornament is not negligible: it consists of a powerful double irony
that we often tend to miss. An ornament is being made the mark of recognition of a
woman who has never known and valued ornaments in her life at hermitage. And
interestingly enough, the signet ring was originally given by Duhsanta, rather casually,
to Priyamvada to release Sakuntala from the debt of her turn of watering plants. Such
an ornament which he could offer so casualy to any woman and which Sakuntala never
desired, is being considered to be the only tangible proof of a relationship which was
based on absolute trust, at least on the lady’s part. Of course, those who value true love,
like Sakuntala, never feel the need for any mark or proof of recognition to establish their
fidelity. It is precisely for this that she refuses to accept the signet ring of Duhsanta
which he is about to offer her again towards the end of the play when heis reunited with
his wife and son: “No, no, my lord, | don't trust it [the ring]. Let my lord wear it
himself” (Act 7). There is an unmistakable note of satire in Sakuntala's reconciliatory
words that aim at the society’s demand of proof: “Where | failed in convincing my lord,
this ring has succeeded and done just that” (ibid.). Kalidasa invites us to lay not much
trust on ornaments or such footling tokens of love, but on love itself which is “an ever
fixed mark”. Thus, the play ends with a kind of divine intervention—the tragedy is
averted but the tragic tone resounds.

> Kanva

Sage Kanva (also known as Kasyapa) is the foster father of Sakuntala whom he
rescued from the forest and raised as his own daughter, although he was a celibate.
Kanva is a great ascetic and a patriarch who heads the hermitage which is the play’s
locale for the first four Acts. Renowned for his spiritual powers, heis essentially humble
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and affectionate, much unlike Durvasa who is quick to take offence and ever-ready to
curse. As the play opens we find him gone to Soma-tirtha to appease the gods so that
some impending yet unforeseen catastrophe in her foster daughter’s life could be
avoided. At the beginning of Act 3, we are being informed that Kanva loves Sakuntala
more than his life. Perhaps that is why when he returns to his hermitage and by his
spiritual power comes to know about Sakuntala's marriage with Duhsanta (for which
she did not await his permission) and about her pregnancy, he happily accepts the
marriage and arranges for her departure to Duhsanta’s capital. In spite of being an
ascetic Kanvais well-versed in the customs and protocols by which familial and social
relationships are informed. He, therefore, does not delay in sending Sakuntala back to
her husband’s capital as he considers only that to be the befitting residence for a married
woman. He commands Sarngarava to deliver the following message to Duhsanta
“Consider us, who are rich in self-restraint, / and consider your own exalted lineage, /
consider well her love, spontaneous, / that flowed towards you unprompted by her kin.
/ Regard her then as worth equal esteem / as your other consorts, more than that rests
/ on what Fortune has in store for her: / The bride’s kin ought not to speak of it” (4.20).
At the same time, he provides guideline for Sakuntala’s behaviour at her husband’'s
home - she should serve elders, be friendly with her co-wives, never ever argue with her
husband, be courteous and never be proud: “Thus do girls attain the status of mistress
of the home; / those who act contrary are the bane of their families’ (ibid. 21). Though
Kanvais overwhelmed with the grief of separation from his dearest daughter, his advice
reflects the classic masculine desire to ‘domesticate’ women. When Sakuntala asks
when she will re-visit the hermitage, Kanva's reply implies that she will come there only
to spend the period of ‘Vanaprastha', the third stage (retirement from family) of the
four-fold way of life that the ancient Indians followed. We are shocked considering the
attachment Kanva has had with Sakuntala but the moment she is gone the sage controls
all his emotion and concludes: “A daughter is wealth belonging to another” (ibid.25).
Kanva's relief does not last long as Sakuntala is repudiated by Duhsanta and the sage
must have been reported by the hermits and Gautami about the bitter episode enacted
at theroyal court. However, the re-union in Act 7 is being transmitted to him by the sage
Marica.

» Madhavya

Madhavya is the professional jester or ‘vidusaka appointed by Duhsanta. In
Sanskrit drama the jester has usually been a close companion of the hero and he serves
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two-fold function in the play: he creates the atmosphere of laughter and merriment by
his peculiar appearance and witty words and at the same time, he is a detached observer
whose sharp satirical jibes spare none. In Abhijnanasakuntalam Madhavya, a hunch-
back, is being laughed at by others and he too laughs at others through his witty
observations. Significantly, he laughs at himself too. Perhaps the most striking thing
about this jester is the deep bond of affection between him and the king Duhsanta who
considers him not only as friend and confidant but as brother. Putting away his mask
of public image the king can open his mind in front of Madhavya who never hesitates
to talk to the king without caring for the former’s status of a sovereign. When Duhsanta
narrates to Madhavya the event of losing his heart to Sakuntala whose beauty he
describes in terms of fragrant jasmine, the jester’s prompt reply utterly deflates the
romanticism by introducing a completely different kind of comparison: “Like one whose
palate jaded by enjoying delicate candies made of the sweetest dates, hankers after a
taste of the sour tamarind, you too, Sir, sated with the pleasure of the Inner Apartments
... are consumed by this passion for a hermit-girl” (Act 2). Thus Madhavya provides the
much-sought element of relieving humour in an otherwise romantically charged play. He
is the only one in the court who does not deify the king; his barbed satires are directed
even to the king.

Unlike the typical jester of Sanskrit drama, Madhavya is never involved in the
jealous intrigues of the court. He has gained the exceptional freedom of entry in the
inner apartments of the palace. Coincidentaly, for this reason we find him absent
during the trial scene (in Act 5) as he is invested with the responsibility of pacifying
Queen Hamsavati who felt dejected by Duhsanta's neglect of her. Since Madhavya had
known all about the affair between Duhsanta and Sakuntala and had seen her portrait
drawn by the king, it was he who could testify the truth that Duhsanta forgot. However,
the demand of the plot was something else. Thus, at the end of Act 6 Madhavya is
entrusted to convey the king’'s command to his chief minister Pisuna to continue
administration on behalf of the king who departs to fight a battle for Indra against the
demons. Madhavya leaves with the message and he is never seen again in the play as
the king no longer needs amusement and distraction.

» Priyamvada and Anasuya

Priyamvada and Anasuya are the two female characters who have been drawn by
Kalidasa to complete the portrait of the female protagonist Sakuntala. They were not
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mentioned in Mahabharata, the epic source of the play, and are the products of the
creative imagination of the playwright. They have grown up as friends and close
companions of Sakuntala at the hermitage of Kanva situated by the river Malini.
Apparently they are of same age but while Priyamvada is light-hearted, extrovert and an
intelligent orator, Anasuya is mentally more mature, insightful and sensitive. It is
Anasuya who enquires about Duhsanta's identity and intention as he comes to Kanva's
hermitage as visitor concealing his identity. It is she who informs the king about
Sakuntala's parentage and her upbringing whereas Priyamvada conveys to him Kanva's
plan to get her married off properly. Again it is Priyamvada who plans to consummate
the relation between Duhsanta and Sakuntala by her advice to the latter to write a letter
expressing her desire. When the angry Durvasa's curse of oblivion falls on Sakuntala,
lost in the thought of Duhsanta, Anasuya's strong presence of mind sends Priyamvada
to pacify the angry sage with her words and Priyamvada succeeds to extract some
remedy in the form of the signet ring of the king, gifted to Sakuntala as a token of their
love. Although they have never gone out of the hermitage, they are conversant with the
way of the world. Anasuya ensures that the king will give Sakuntala the position of his
chief queen and when Sakuntala is being sent to Duhsanta's capital, they prepare her
with garments and floral ornaments using their drawing skill. Their lamentation during
Sakuntala's departure, at the end of Act 4, isindeed touching. Their part in the play ends
with the departure of the heroine from the green world of the hermitage to the golden
world of the royal court where the alienated Sakuntala is repudiated and humiliated by
Duhsanta as Durvasa’s curse makes him oblivious of the entire episode of meeting,
courting and marrying her.

2.5.4 Summing Up

Dear learner, hope you have got some idea about the form as well as the content
of the play, Abhijnanasakuntalam. While the structure of the plot shows Kalidasa's
command in constructing his play in such away that the dramatic effects are maximum,
his creation of situations and characters complement the effects to make the play such
a work of art which his contemporaries and future generations have found equally
fascinating. This discussion on plot and character should enable you to comprehend the
important thematic issues in the play that will be discussed subsequently.
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2.5.5 Comprehension Exercises

Essay type questions
1. Would you consider Duhsanta ‘an ideal hero’? Argue your answer.
2. Sakuntala is the dramatic centre of Abhijnanasakuntalam. Discuss.
Mid length questions
1. Write a short note on the role played by Kanva in Abhijnanasakuntalam.
2. Write a brief essay on the points of development of the plot of the play.
3. Discuss Kalidasa's use of the motif of curse.
Short answer type questions
What are the different stages of the development of plot according to Bharata?

2. How does Kalidasa devel op the episode of re-union of Duhsanta and Sakuntala?
3. Madhavya rises above the level of ajester in Abhijnanasakuntalam. Comment.
4. Consider Priyamvada and Anasuya as perfect companions of Sakuntala.
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Unit 6 O Nature, Society and Codes of Relationships

Structure

2.6.0. Introduction

2.6.1. Nature in Abhijnanasakuntalam

2.6.2. Codes of Relationship in Abhijnanasakuntalam
2.6.3. Representation of Society in Abhijnanasakuntalam
2.6.4. Summing Up

2.6.5. Comprehension Exercises

2.6.6. Reading List for Units 4-6

2.6.0 Introduction

In this Unit, we will basically aim at understanding three significant areas of the
play—representation and role of nature, nature of human relationships at persona and
social levels, and society itself as represented through the characters belonging to
different layers of the society. You will notice how nature becomes almost a character;
it not only affects other characters but also moulds the action of the play. Again, the
hermitage society and the urban society demonstrate how and why human values differ.
In the light of this animated perception of nature, human interactions assume signifi-
cance, and thereby the understanding of social order gains importance. Belonging as it
does to an entirely different space and time, the text in this analysis will be perceived
almost as a cultural document of the time.

2.6.1 Nature in Abhijnanasakuntalam

The dramatic and poetic worlds of Kalidasa have found their best expression against
the backdrop of nature. Among his poems Rtusamharam and Meghadutam are exclu-
sively nature poems where human passion glows brightly because it is set against such
a vividly throbbing nature with all her flora and fauna. As a representative work of
Kalidasa, Abhijnanasakuntalam is no exception. Apart from the fifth act, all the acts of
the play are set amid nature. The play begins at the foothills of the Himalayas, at the
penance grove of the sage Kanva and it ends in the Hema-Kuta, at the hermitage of the
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sage Marica. At the very centre of the play is Sakuntala in whom the Nature-Nurture
dichotomy has been resolved by presenting her as the guardian deity of the hermitage
(asrama) of Kanva.

The play opens with the black buck being saved by the ascetics from the arrow of
Duhsanta. As the action moves into the hermitage of Kanva, we see deer roaming
fearlesdy in and around it; nests of birds abound in trees like Kesara and in creepers
like Navamalati. Near the hermitage, we have a seat covered with the dense shade of
the Saptaparna trees. A thickly interwoven creeper bower, in the forest and outside the
camp of Duhsanta, forms the background of the second act. In the third act, Sakuntala
Is be found on the banks of the river Malini, in a creeper bower enclosed by canes and
here the cool breeze brings in the fragrance of lotus. The forth act, in brief, reveals the
entire world of nature in front of the audience. Only the fifth act, as has already been
mentioned, is set in the capital of Duhsanta—his royal palace at Hastinapura. People
from the lap of nature do not feel at home there; Sakuntala is humiliated and rejected
by her husband whose world of glory and gold stands in sharp contrast with the blessed
environment of the penance groves. The sixth act, however, resumes in the Pleasure
Gardens attached to the roya apartments of the king. Spring is at the full bloom as the
king and his jester Madhavya converse in the bower of the Madhavi creepers. In the
seventh act Duhsanta comes to the sage Marica’s hermitage which beautified with trees
like Mandara, Kalpavrksa, Asoka and the lakes of golden lotuses.

The audience will agree that the most interesting representation of nature in
Abhijnanasakuntalam is, perhaps, the heroine Sakuntala. She is not only at the centre
of the play, around whose love, suffering and reconciliation the play moves, she is an
important part of nature herself. She takes care of not only the trees, herbs and creepers
of the hermitage of Kanva, she is also the nurse and protector of the timid animals like
deer. Her affection for the fawn whose wounded mouth she nurses with Ingudi oil, has
been represented through the words of Kanva as he mentions: “It is the little fawn, your
adopted son, / whom you fondly reared with handfuls of millet, / whose mouth you
dabbed with healing ingudi oil / when lacerated by sharp blades of kusa-grass. / It is he
who will not move out of your path” (4.16). And her pain of separation with the creeper
issimilarly touching:“O, Madhavi, beloved sister, twine your branching arms round me;
from today, | shal be far, far away from you, Dear Father, do care for her as she were
me”. In fact, the closure of Act 4 becomes so poignantly touching because of
Sakuntala’s attachment not only to the human beings, like her foster parents and
companions, but also, if not more, to the nature surrounding the hermitage of Kanva
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whose words echo the essence of her love of nature: “Hear, O Hear, all you noble trees
of the Holy Grove with indwelling divinities:

She who never had a drink of water

before you had all drunk your fill,

she who never plucked your tender buds

for love of you, though fond of adorning herself,
she to whom it was a joyous festival

when you first burst into bloom; she, Sakuntala,
leaves us today for her husband's home:

All grant her leave to go. (4.11)

Sakuntala's question whether she would be able to fit herself in the gilded world of
the Paurava monarch Duhsanta, is in this respect one of the most important part of the
present play that deals with the contraries like innocence and experience, nature and
nurture and so on: “Rent from my dear father’s lap like the sapling of the sandal tree
uprooted from the side of the Malaya mountain, how can | survive ever in an alien
soil?”

Sakuntala has a bitter experience during her brief sojourn in the gilded world of the
court; she is rescued from humiliation and desertion to the holy world of Marica's
hermitage at Hema-Kuta (meaning ‘ golden peak’). But there is a distinction between the
green world of Kanva's hermitage and the golden world of Marica's. The world of Act
1 is the world of nature with trees, herbs, creepers, flowers, bees and quiet animals like
deer. The river Malini gushing by the ‘asram’ provided it a cool breeze. Nature here
symbolizes youth and its charms represented not only by the flora and fauna but also
by Sakuntala herself who is constantly being referred to in floral terms - jasmine to be
precise. On the other hand, in Act 7, the metaphors are drawn largely from the worlds
of gold and gems belonging to an elemental world differing sharply from the shallow,
scintillating world of the royal court of Duhsanta. Glitter of rain drops, liquid gold of
snowy peaks, golden lotuses abound in this region where “the places of meditation are
not green meadows where deer roam or the roots of trees under the green shade of leafy
trees, but jewelled caves with celestial nymphs, gorgeously dressed and jewelled and
seductive, walking about. It is a world of austere beauty, luminous with the light of the
spirit; it is not a world of Nature, spontaneous, informed by instinct, but of nature
perfected by restraint and discipline” (Rajan 85).
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2.6.2 Codes of Relationship in Abhijnanasakuntalam

It is the relationship between Sakuntala and Duhsanta that forms the dramatic centre
of Kalidasa's Abhijnanasakuntalam. Whereas the ideals of kingship and heroism have
been projected through Duhsanta, Sakuntala stands for not only beauty and innocence
but more importantly, for unconditional love and moral integrity—qualities which are
so significant for amalgamating human relationships that in turn, make up the society.

Duhsanta is presented as the great king he undoubtedly was in the popular
imagination constructed by stories and legends. His personal appearance is described in
terms of uncommon beauty, grace, majesty and strength. In fact, the very first metaphor
used by his charioteer to describe Duhsanta, presents him as a godlike hero by
comparing him with Siva himself. But we must keep in mind that this ‘public image’
of the king is largely constructed by his subordinates, court poets and the hermits whom
he protects. There is another ‘private image’ of the king; a ‘ private face’ which is quite
different from the ‘public mask’. This ‘private face’ is revealed through the ‘asides
given to the king, as well as in his relaxed conversations with his confidante, the jester
Madhavya. It is often found that the two faces, two selves, are commenting on each
other through carefully arranged juxtapositions as seen in Act 2. A curious interplay of
these two selves is at work as Duhsanta courts, renounces and is reunited with
Sakuntala. He at first knew her carnally, only as an object of pleasure. It is only at the
end of the play that he sees and knows her as truly as a person. Something has to be
added to his view of her to enable him to see her as a person of intrinsic beauty.
Duhsanta was unable to correlate outer beauty with inner until his prolonged separation
and an intense feeling of guilt. The play itself could be seen as an examination of
relation between the ideal and the actual, semblance and truth, appearance and reality.
It isin this context that Duhsanta’s public and private selves are to be seen and judged.

In a system where statecraft manuals like Kautilya's Arthasastra explicitly recom-
mend for princes the wearing of mask of virtue while practicing deception, as an
essential part of retaining and exercising power, the concept of ‘rgars’ (roya sage)
sounds like an oxymoron and is bound to be problematic. Kalidasa, however, does not
remain enigmatic about the idea of a roya sage. In Raghuvamsam, Dilipa, the founder
of the solar dynasty, has been presented as an ideal monarch, aroyal sage. But the same
term cannot be applied for Duhsanta in Abhijnanasakuntalam. The repudiation of a
pregnant Sakuntala by Duhsanta forms not only the crux of the play; it also throws
ample light on the un-heroic side of the king. Kanva is a revered sage, a ‘kulapati’ or
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head of a community of ascetics and Duhsanta himself has expressed his profound
respect for the sage. His ministers and other subjects would certainly have shared his
view. Yet his veneration for the sage finds no reflection in Duhsanta's behaviour towards
and judgment of Kanva's daughter. The curse and the manner in which it operates are
related to the problem of recognition—a problem on which the play rests. It should,
therefore, not be treated, as is often done, simply as a device to gloss over the
unpleasant side of Duhsanta's character—his tendency of philandering, the streak of
callousness in him bordering on cruelty, his self-indulgence—or to exonerate him from
the blame of harshly rejecting Sakuntala and in doing so, showing disrespect to Kanva.

It should be kept in mind here that the incidents of both the curse and the loss of
the signet ring were absent in the epic Mahabharata, generally considered to be the
primary source of the play. Kalidasa made these significant improvisations in order to
probe deep into some of his society’s accepted norms and values which depended (and
till do rely) too much on what is apparent rather than what is real. Sakuntala, being
brought up in the hermitage has never learnt to lie or deceive. She is in deep bond of
love with all the living things around her—human, animal and even phenomenal. With
her innate sense of honour and modesty, she objects in Duhsanta’'s approaches towards
physical union. She agrees only after he assures her of the validity of the Gandharva
rites of marriage. It is to be noted in this context that Sakuntala surrenders herself
unconditionally to Duhsanta without caring for any proof of their union. She even never
asks for any token or proof of the relationship itself which, for her, is based completely
on trust. It is Duhsanta who introduces the idea of having a proof and hence, he gives
her his signet ring as the token of their love and marriage. The loss of this ring, along
with the curse of Durvasa, leads the play towards its climax. It isimportant to remember
at this point that the word ‘abhijnana’ of the title of the play, means, in Sanskrit, ‘atoken
or amark of recognition’ - it may be any mark whatsoever and need not necessarily be
an ornament. In fact, Sakuntala herself could be the mark of recognition to remind
Duhsanta of his emotiona and physical attachment to her. But Kalidasa makes Durvasa
mention an ornament: “ ‘My curse cannot prove false; but its power will cease the
moment she presents some ornament as token of recognition’ ” (Act 4).

The emphasis on ornament is not negligible: it consists of a powerful double irony
that we often tend to miss. An ornament is being made the mark of recognition of a girl
who has never known and valued ornaments in her life at hermitage. And interestingly
enough, the signet ring was originally given by Duhsanta, rather casually, to Priyamvada
to release Sakuntala from the debt of her turn of watering plants. Such an ornament
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which he could offer so casually to any woman and which Sakuntala never desired, is
being considered to be the only tangible proof of a relationship which was based on
absolute trust, at least on the lady’s part. The playwright’s drastic changes may very well
be his mode of conveying his own idea about the falsities of life that disturbed him
deeply. While the loss of the ring and the loss of memory resulting from the curse
provide the necessary complications in the plot structure, there is something else to
which Kalidasa seems to have drawn our attention. He directs us to question the whole
idea of furnishing tangible proof for al those things in life we take on trust: love,
constancy, fidelity and so on. Through Misrakes’s observation in Act 6, the poet-
dramatist seems to ask: “Does a love like this need a token of recognition? How can
that be?” Of course, those who value true love, like Sakuntala, never feel the need for
any mark or proof of recognition to establish their fidelity. It is precisely for this that
she refuses to accept the signet ring of Duhsanta which he is about to offer her again
towards the end of the play when heis reunited with his wife and son: “No, no, my lord,
| don't trust it [the ring]. Let my lord wear it himself” (Act 7). There is an unmistakable
note of satire in Sakuntala's reconciliatory words that aim at the society’s demand of
proof: “Where | failed in convincing my lord, this ring has succeeded and done just
that” (ibid.). Kalidasa invites us to lay not much trust on ornaments or such footling
tokens of love, but on love itself which is “an ever fixed mark”. Now we would like
to see, in the next segment, how the codes of relationship are manifested in the
representation of the society as found in the play.

2.6.3 Representation of Society in Abhijnanasakuntalam

Since literature is considered as the mirror of society, it reflects the social systems,
rules, codes of conduct—the social life itself, to be precise. Abhijnanasakuntalam,
recognized as a literary masterpiece worldwide, is no exception. But as twenty-first
century audiences/readers we must be aware of the complex time frame through which
the play is to be judged: the time of Mahabharata, the source of the play, the time of
Kalidasa, the playwright and finally, the time of the audience/reader who is appreciating
the play. For example, a contemporary audience/reader would hardly agree with Kanva
when he asserts, as Sakuntala leaves for Duhsanta's palace, that girls are someone else’'s
property deposited in the father’s home till marriage.

The first thing that strikes us about the social system represented in the play is the
division of the society in four principal categories—Brahmins, Kshatriyas, Vaisyas and



90 O CC-EG-04 @ NSOU

Sudras—the ‘Varnasrama system which originated among the Aryans according to
professional divisions of society. As the play opens, we see even the king is showing
unconditional respect and veneration for the sages and the hermits. Bowing down
Duhsanta receives the ascetic’'s blessings of having a son who will carry forward the
legacy of Puru dynasty. In spite of being informed about the * Kulapati’ Kanva's absence
in the hermitage, the king is eager to pay his ‘respect to her then. She will no doubt
inform the great sage of my profound veneration for him” (Act 1). On every single
occasion he meets them, the king greets the hermits, even the young ones, with utmost
respect and is ready to serve them without hesitation. The sages were considered to be
possessing unquestionable powers and often even the minimum slackness in showing
them due respect might result in curses as was the case with Sakuntala, so lost in the
thought of her dear departed that she failed to pay proper attention to Durvasa. Among
the first three sects of the society, life was divided in four parts—Brahmacharya (leaving
home for residential schooling at the hermitage of the Guru), Garhasthya (entering the
family life by getting married, having children and pursuing a career), Vanaprastha
(handing over the responsibility of family to the offspring and retiring to a meditative
life) and Sanyasa (leaving society for an ascetic’s lifein the forest). Although * Varnasrama
system was maintained, we get references to inter-caste marriage as Duhsanta imagines
in act 1, before he comes to know Sakuntala's parentage, that she might be Kanva's
daughter by his non-Brahmin wife: “I wonder ... could she be the Patriarch’s daughter
by a wife not of his own class?” Polygamy was in practice, especially among the first
three classes of the society. In Act 3, Anasuya craftily reminds Duhsanta of his promised
preference to Sakuntala over the other queens, lest her friend is not neglected by the
king: “Sire, one hears that kings have many loves’. The king also admits. “Though
many a wife may grace our palace-courts ...” (23). The case of Dhanamitra, the rich
merchant who died without leaving any heir apparent (Act 6), is yet another example.
The interesting point that we should note here, regarding Dhanamitra's inheritance, is
that even the unborn son in the womb was considered to be a legal inheritor. In fact,
a considerable part of the socia life was governed by the rules as laid out by Manu in
his Manusmrti. The validity of ‘Gandharva marriage (eight kind of marriages have been
mentioned in Manusmrti) is attested by the king who shares, with the sage Kanva, the
same knowledge about the ‘law’ that endorses such marriage without the presence and
permission of the elders and based only on the mutual consent of the couple involved:
“His Holiness Kanva is well-versed in the Law; you will not cause him any distress”
(Act 3).
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It is Manusmrti that endorses and justifies, by providing divine alibi, the exploita-
tion of the working class (Sudras) and women. The ‘Prelude’ to Act 6, dealing with the
fisherman, the Chief of the City Police and the two Policemen—Januka and Sucaka,
exposes the judiciary and the legal framework that move on ruthless torture, bribery and
social parasitism. The fisherman’'s occupation and his position at the fringe of the
society make him a soft target of the policemen who readily dismiss his truthful account
of how he got the signet ring from the intestines of a fish he was cutting to pieces. Yet
the policemen have to be gratified with half of the amount rewarded by the king to the
fisherman for restoring his memory. Women's rights and freedom were ascertained in
accordance with Manu’'s dictum that women do not deserve freedom. Even a spiritually
enlightened person like Kanva echoes, as Sakuntala departs for Duhsanta’s capital at the
end of Act 4, the same male domination and objectification of women in verses 21
(“even if wronged by your husband do not cross him through anger”) and 25:

A daughter is wealth belonging to another;
| have sent her this day to him who took her by the hand

| have restored what was left with me in trust.

The form of rule that the king preferred was, of course, an absolute monarchy at
every level, with the exception of the learned sages like Kanva whose words could not
be challenged or refuted. In exchange, the Brahmins justified the rule of the king as
divinely ordained and beyond human evaluation and critique. Such Brahmins were
exempted from paying the usual tax of one-sixth of earning or production, and it was
believed that the kings received, as tax from the Brahmins, one-sixth of their holiness
achieved through penance. Thus, Duhsanta reminds Madhavya in Act 2:

They pay a tribute far richer than a heap of priceless gems for the protection we
provide them; and we cherish that far more. Think:

Perishable is the fruit of the yield

raised from the Realm’s Four Estates,
but imperishable is that sixth part

the hermits give us of their holiness (14).

The rich businessmen, like Dhanamitra, were one of the chief sources of the
kingdom's prosperity. Naturaly, their rights were well protected by the king. Before the
property of the dead businessman Dhanamitrais being confiscated to the state coffer as
per existing law, the king wants to be doubly sure that the former does not have any
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legal heir, living or about to be born, anywhere in the country or abroad. The inflow of
wealth supplied by the merchant class, through business inland and abroad, was indeed
an important pillar of the kingdom and therefore, the king was cautious not to send any
undesirable message to the merchants. Finally, while we estimate Kalidasa's represen-
tation of the society, his position as a courtly poet is to be kept in the mind. He was a
court poet as well as alearned and sensitive person with an insight into human life and
affairs. Thus, like a true artist who worships the truthful, the beautiful and the eternal,
he characterizes the king, his hero, first as a frivolous womanizer who desires the
heroine only carnally and then, the same king, as a remorseful husband who even does
not hesitate to fall at the feet of his beloved wife whom he once humiliated bitterly in
his court as she stood there, pregnant with his own son and awaiting justice, respect and
honour. It is this growth, this maturity that makes him able to distinguish between love
and lust, which transcends Duhsanta to the level of a hero.

2.6.4 Summing Up

Aswe can see, amost the entire action of the play unfolds in the lap of nature where
the protagonists meet and interact. Unconditional love and absolute trust on the part of
the heroine and demand for proof of love on the part of the hero show how nature
conditions human nature. The penance groves and the society outside it often hold
contradictory yardsticks to judge human bond and values. However, all conflicts are
ultimately resolved as the king is reunited with her ‘fancy’s queen’ and their son at the
hermitage of Marica. This Unit therefore gives you an idea of Kalidasa's negotiations
with contemporary social mores, albeit seen through the lens of Sakuntala-Duhsanta
tale.

2.6.5 Comprehension Exercises

Essay type questions
1. Write a note on human relationships in Abhijnanasakuntalam.
2. Write an essay on the representation of society in Abhijnanasakuntalam.
Mid length questions
1. Discuss briefly how Sakuntala has been presented as part of nature in the play.

2. Write short note on the playwright’s introduction of the curse of Durvasa and
the loss of signet ring in Abhijnanasakuntalam.
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Short answer type questions
1. Comment on the ‘Private’ and the ‘Public’ images of Duhsanta.

2. Duhsanta’s repudiation of pregnant Sakuntala forms the crux of the play. Do you