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				In an assembly of learned men everyone counted Kalidasa on the little finger. No name was forthcoming for the next finger. Therefore its name anamika became literally true because there was no name to assign to the ring finger.
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				Padmini Nayika, painting by Vijay Sharma
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				It is hard to separate myth from history when one investigates ancient Indian literature and this is particularly true of Kalidasa. In the absence of reliable historical facts about the time in which he lived, his patron or his contemporaries, one has to work with legends, apocryphal stories and whatever historical data one can glean from his works. A further complication is that we are not sure whether every work that is ascribed to him is truly belongs to him. The Ritusamhara is one work where critics have some doubt about its authenticity. However, not discounting myth and taking clues from his own writing it is reasonable to believe that he lived in the fourth century ce in the city of Ujjain and under the patronage of Vikramaditya Gupta. Kalidasa refers to Bharata Muni and since Kalidasa is considered to be a watershed in the history of Sanskrit literature it is pertinent to enquire about Sanskrit literature between Bharata and 
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				Kalidasa, that is between 1 bce and 4 ce, a period of about 500 years.

				A noted scholar Indra Nath Chaudhury writes: 

				Before the Natyashastra was written, it was a time when the world was sunk in moral turpitude and people had become slaves of pleasures and passions. A new means had to be found which was pleasing to the eyes and ears as well as which was edifying and which could uplift humanity. So Brahma, the creator, combined elements from the four Vedas to form a fifth text, the Veda of performance or the Natyashastra. But since gods were not capable of the discipline of drama, the new Veda was passed on to Bharata, a human being. And Bharata with the help of Brahma, along with other gods, celestial nymphs and a hundred trained actors staged the first play. The gods enthusiastically contributed to the enhancement of the expressive possibilities of the new art. The play Bharata presented dealt with the history of the conflict between the gods and the demons, and celebrated the ultimate victory of the gods. The production delighted the gods and the humans. But the demons in the audience were deeply offended. They therefore used their powers and disrupted the performance by paralysing the speech, movements and memory of the actors. The gods in turn attacked the demons and killed many of them. The first ever theatre production where the gods were involved should have been a thunderous success but, instead it was a disaster and represented the 

			

		

		
			
				state of theatrical arts in pre-historic India.

				Whether or not one accepts this account, it would be reasonable to say that Bharata was the first to make rasa the cornerstone of not only natya but also sahitya, and that literature before his time, based as it was mainly on the Vedas but also on the non-Vedic autochthonous civilization, was dominated by nature deities and demons and was a narrative of power and victory. This period of our civilization was underpinned by rita (the cosmic order) and both life and art were to be for its preservation. Human emotion, its expression and experience, was not a major concern of the rishis or whoever were the writers of that period. Natya of this period was dharma-pradhan (moralistic). In the post-Bharata period rasa (human emotion) and its refinement became the defining feature of the arts and Kalidasa was probably one of the first poets to create rasa-pradhan literature where human emotion was the dominant feature of the narrative and thence of dance.

				To enter the mind of Kalidasa is to enter a world of colour and music, a world of beauty, of regal spaces and mythic narratives, of sensuous nayikas and sonorous sounds, of evocative words and ornamented phrases, of unhurried elegance and silken shringara, of serene hermitages and opulent havelis, of changing seasons with their unique flora and fauna, of pathways in the sky that look down upon the earth in their journey, and above all of the beauty of human emotions; 
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				in short it is a world of hallowed human grace, of emotional fulfilment and unsurpassed elegance of its habitat. In the absence of credible socio-historic data of the life and times of Kalidasa, our point of entry into his mind is by way of his writing, and through that perhaps come to some historical presumptions of the period in which the poet lived. More importantly, in that inquiry we will be privy to his artistry and aesthetic mastery. And what an inspired and radiant mind it was! His words are our only guide, and such are his words that they lead us into a charmed world, words in chaste Sanskrit and everyday Prakrit that are both shravya and drishya (heard and visible), melodic to the ear and an invitation to create mental images or mindscapes. One of the literary devices that he artistically uses is of upama (simile). It has been said:

				 upama kalidasasya bharavi artha gauravamA

				dandinah pada lalityam maghe santi trayo gunahAA

				Kalidasa has his simile

				Bharavi has weighty meaning

				Dandin, dancing words

				Magha has all three.

				Who was the audience for Kalidasa’s poetic words, we wonder. Was it the cognoscenti of the court or literary connoisseurs, a gathering of elite at a parlour or did he create these for his own pleasure, svantah sukhaya? Were his plays performed in the court or at parlours or were they mainly poetic and not theatrical creations? Were there handwritten or illustrated manuscripts of 
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				his creations? While these and other questions, valid and relevant as they are, may never get answered, we today who are privy to his works in print can surely raise questions of the world that inhabited his mind.

				One of many pathways into his mind is through his depiction and celebration of prakriti (the feminine), understood both as the nayikas who inhabit his plays as well as the world of nature in which the nayikas unfold their feelings. His was a world of fecundity and efflorescence, of luxuriant trees, a world of colour and aroma, of the universe of nature that resonates with the mind, but above all, his was not a world-denying world but a world of sensuous nayikas and a celebration of human emotions. His world was robustly sakar (of rich and beautiful forms) and not the Upanishadic nirakar (of the majestic formless).

				The feminine in Kalidasa is not just the nayikas who inhabit his plays and poetry but even more, as the world of nature in which the human condition is played out. Both are interwoven, one resonating with the other, each has delicate feelings and is bhava-pradhan, every leaf responding to every shade of emotion, and every colour of human emotion reflecting the hues of the world around it. For Kalidasa the woman and nature are interconnected in a living web, an animated tapestry, a fabric where if the nayika is the warp, nature is the woof, to create an emotionally rich narrative. With women and nature, come 
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				creativity and creation.

				Kalidasa was a court poet and it may be entirely possible that his creations were for poetic and aesthetic enjoyment rather than a moralistic theatrical performance, for one does not find too many stage directions in his plays. His creations were rasa-kavyas rather than dharma-kavyas or dharma-natya. His nayikas were not historical women, but even though they were drawn from epic and Puranic sources, they were closer to the ideal feminine of ancient India, which the Kamasutra spoke about, and they speak to us even today. These nayikas are one of many windows into the mind of Kalidasa. Whether it is the virahini-yakshi, the romantic Shakuntala, the demure Parvati, the woman who resonates with every ritu, the mythic Urvashi and regal Malavika, all of Kalidasa’s nayikas are elegant and graceful and shine with grace and nobility, the glow of shringara or the majesty of a queen. In making his nayikas both kamaniya and ramaniya, Kalidasa was expressing the social norms of his times where women were unabashedly sensual, where the celebration of shringara was an act of noble and gracious living, where human emotion was upheld and celebrated, and where women stood shoulder to shoulder with men in every walk of life. 

				The time of Kalidasa was one in which sahitya flowed like wine; the poets were on equal footing with pundits; the beauty of words rivalled the looks of sensuous women; and alankara (ornamentation) 

			

		

		
			
				was reserved not just for human beings but was a part of the spoken word. Kalidasa expresses this celebration of feminine sensuality in most of his creations but particularly in the Meghadutam, the Shakuntalam, the Malavikagnimitram and the Ritusamhara. It is in this respect that Kalidasa breaks new ground in Sanskrit poetry and drama. Before the time of Kalidasa the subject matter of Sanskrit natya and kavya was drawn from the Shruti, Smriti and Puranas where the overarching underpinning was religious propriety rather than literary excellence, and sahitya was dharma-pradhan. Bharata about 500 years before Kalidasa made rasa the cornerstone of natya and Kalidasa took his stand on human emotion, especially shringara, rather than righteousness and moral conduct of the characters, and his sahitya is therefore rasa-pradhan. It is therefore not wrong to say that Kalidasa inaugurated rasa-kavya as the acme of Sanskrit poetry, which celebrated the world of human beings, their feelings and desires, and that this was as important as the doings of gods and goddesses. Kalidasa was probably aware that he was departing from tradition and breaking new ground in giving primacy to the world of humans rather than one of gods and was raising the question about his own position in the Malavikagnimitram: 

				Why should we prefer a play by Kalidasa, a contemporary poet, and not the works of such noted authors as Bhasa, Saumilla and Kaviputra?
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				The sutradhara then replies: 

				Nor everything that is old is therefore good Nor should a poem be faulted just because it is new Able critics look closely before approving either one. Only fools blindly follow what others think.

				It was Bilhana who at the end of the eleventh century wrote:

				A poet’s words are worthiest when they break the boundaries of traditional style by their outstanding boldness.

				— Vikramankadevacharita 1.15.5

				In the Meghadutam it is the virahini-yakshi of the Uttara-Megha that captures our attention and shows the poignancy of viraha. Despite her intense viraha Kalidasa portrays her with so much artistic sensitivity and emotional fervour that she not only becomes a model for future poets and painters alike but shows the poet’s sensitivity to the many nuances, emotional and metaphysical, and textures of longing.

				However even before we get to the virahini-yakshi it is the nayika in the Purva-Megha of Alakapuri who draws our attention. The women there sport a lotus in their hands, weave their hair with kunda blossoms, their faces are yellowish white with the pollen of lodhra flowers, and they have kurbaka flowers in their braids, the sirisha flowers in their ears and nipa flowers in the parting of their hair. They are fanned by the cool breeze of the Mandakini and are in the shade of mandara trees. In adorning themselves with these flowers the 

			

		

		
			
				nayikas are making a resonant connection with the world of nature around them, for the sap that flows through the flowers is the same rasa that animates these women. And then there are the abhisarikas whose secret path, pursued by them at night, is marked at sunset by mandara flowers fallen from their hair and by the petals of lotuses from their ears. Alakapuri is where clever women knit their eyebrows which become the arrows of Kama. As the megha approaches the home of the yaksha there is the ashoka tree, the kesara and the madhavi creeper who have dohads and long for the kick of the left foot or a mouthful of wine, once again making the connection between the world of nature with that of women.

				Now comes the virahini who makes the peacock dance with the clapping of her hands, with eyes like that of a frightened doe, like a solitary female chakravaka bird, looking like a lotus plant struck by winter, her eyes swollen by weeping, her hair hanging loosely, looking like the moon obscured by the cloud, painting the likeness of her beloved and asking the sarika if it has heard from her beloved, singing a song with its lyrics made up of the beloved’s name, placing flowers on the threshold to count the remaining days, sleepless at night, her body wasted and looking like the orb of the moon reduced to a single digit, her eyelashes heavy with tears, her hair unwashed and in one hard braid, her ornaments cast off, her left thigh devoid of nail marks and yellowish white like the juicy stem of a plantain tree.
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				Kalidasa’s evocative description of the virahini-yakshi pulsates with the poignancy of separation, where words become tactile and the virahini becomes almost visible, the shravya becomes the drishya. This is a forerunner of the many virahini nayikas of Ragamala poetry and Ritikavya, establishing Kalidasa as a poet not only of emotionally charged words as well as of words that turn into pictures. Even more, so heart piercing is Kalidasa’s depiction of viraha that one feels the resonances of the existential viraha of all human beings. Rabindranath Tagore elevates the loneliness of lovers to a much higher plane and widens its meaning.

				Writing on Kalidasa’s Meghadutam Tagore wrote1:

				Your stanzas are themselves like

				Dark-layered sonorous clouds

				Heaping the misery of separated lovers

				Into thunderous music. 

				Long repressed tears seem to have poured down

				in torrents that day

				And drenched your noble stanzas.

				Poet, your spell has released

				Tight bonds of pain in this heart of mine

				I too have entered the heaven of yearning.

				Tagore, it seems, looks upon Kalidasa’s yaksha as a symbol of primal loneliness and separation that prevails in this world and the cloud as a global messenger to all yearning souls.

				In the Ritusamhara, Kalidasa beautifully connects the colours and aromas of the six seasons to the nayika, making the all important connection 

				
					1	Poems of Tagore, London: McMillan, 1964, p. 45.	
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				between the sap that animates nature and the rasa that flows through the nayika, both for Kalidasa are the evocative feminine. Prakriti understood both as nature and woman, driven by emotion, are inseparable and interwoven, and Kalidasa’s world is therefore not homocentric but it is a world where one animates the other. Kalidasa already anticipates the many woman and tree motifs of later literature, painting and sculpture that were to follow. 

				Grishma

				Women allay the heat of the beloved by covering their hips with silk, garlands around their breasts, their body smeared with sandal paste and hair fragrant with unguents. 1.4

				Women with ornaments, beautiful like the moon, kindle love in the hearts of travellers by their sportive and laughing side glances.

				Varsha

				Women inflame love in men with their hair hanging over their broad hips, by ear ornaments made up of fragrant flowers and their mouth full of wine. 2.18

				They wear garlands of kadamba flowers, kesara and ketaki and ear ornaments of the kakubha tree. 2.20

				Women adorn their thick and curly hair with fresh malati flowers and wear blue lotuses in their ears. 3.19

				May this season grant your heart the highest pleasure, this autumn which like a woman is 
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				full of delights, who has a face like the lily, has eyes like blue lotuses, wears a garment white like the kasa flower and is beautiful like the kumuda. 3.26

				Hemanta

				A lady with a mirror in her hand decorates her lotus-like face in the morning and observes her lip pierced by teeth and whose essence was sipped by her beloved. 4.13

				Other ladies with thick black hair and their slender bodies stooping on account of the heavy breasts, remove from their heads the faded wreath and arrange their hair again.

				Shishira

				A lady with heavy hips, deep navel, slender waist and graceful beauty leaves her bed in the morning, her abundant hair curled at ends, perfumed with the smoke of aguru but without its flower wreaths. 5.12

				In the morning women are like Lakshmi in the house, with their round face beautiful like golden lotuses, red at the corners, stretched up to their ears and with their hair sticking to their shoulders. 5.13

				Vasanta

				New karnikara flowers adorn their ears as also the ashoka flowers and the opened buds of navamallika in their black curly hair. 6.5

				With dangling golden girdles and with pearl strings on their breasts, their slender bodies languishing owing to Cupid’s advances, women distract the minds of men in the 

			

		

		
			
				month of Chaitra with its sweet sounds of cuckoos and bees.

				In the Kumarasambhavam we come face to face with a very romantic and human Parvati, not a goddess, but a woman in love with Shiva, a Shiva who is a bhogi but not a yogi, who is being adorned for her wedding. Kalidasa in Canto VII gives us an exquisitely beautiful description of Parvati as a bride where we are face to face with a young woman who is about to have her romantic dream fulfilled, without any suggestion that she is a goddess and about to be a consort of none other than Shiva who is utterly human. Kalidasa creates a sensually rich and visually evocative picture of Parvati’s preparations for the wedding ceremony unmatched in Sanskrit literature.

				They applied white aloe paste to her body and decorated it with ornamental paintings drawn with gorochana. 15

				Excelling the beauty of the lotus with bees around it, or the moon with streaks of dark clouds. 16

				Her sakhis who were adorning her seeing that her eyes were as graceful as the petals of a lovely lotus applied kohl. 20

				While ornaments were being put on her she shone like a creeper with flowers or like the night with stars or like a river where chakravaka birds throng. 21

				Seeing herself in a mirror she looked beautiful and in her long eyes there was the excitement of a young bride. 22
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				The climax of Parvati’s romantic desires came when her mother Mena took red and yellow unguents and raising her face applied a tilaka. 23

				In Canto VIII Kalidasa excels even the Kamasutra in describing sensitively the erotic love play of Shiva and Parvati.

				She did not reply when addressed and wanted to escape when he held by her clothes and slept on the bed with her face turned away, yet she was delightful. 2

				When Shiva reached to remove her clothes Parvati closed Shiva’s eyes with her palms, but she became helpless when his third eye kept on looking. 7 

				In the Nandana garden Shiva adorned Parvati with parijata flowers which are normally worn by Sachi. 27

				In making Parvati both romantic and erotic Kalidasa was departing from tradition and creating a stairway from the earth to the heavens, giving Puranic myth a certain legitimacy and reality so that mankind can fully celebrate their sensuality and transform it into spirituality. One wonders whether Jayadeva who came centuries later and wrote the Gita Govinda was inspired by Kalidasa’s Kumarasambhavam.

				In the Malavikagnimitram we meet Malavika performing a traditional rite of spring where both the joyous season and the sensual woman participate in making alive latent feelings of love. King Agnimitra sees a painting of Malavika in a picture gallery and falls in love with her and it is 

			

		

		
			
				his minister who arranges a dance performance by her in which both Malavika and Agnimitra cannot contain their love. This, despite the jealous queen Dharini. The vidushaka arranges a meeting in the Pramadavana which is gloriously bedecked in the colours and aromas of spring, like the sweet notes of the intoxicated koyal, the south breeze with its soft touch and its incense of mango blossoms and as if the goddess of the garden has put on the garment of spring flowers, the kurbaka with its variety of colours and the tilaka blossoms with bees clinging to them like corrylium are better than the adornments of a woman. In this evocatively spring season Malavika, ample in the hips and thin in the waist, with uplifted bosoms, comes into the garden and finds the ashoka tree bereft of flowers, and admonishes herself for her fruitless longing. Just then Bakulavalika paints Malavika’s feet and puts an anklet on it. Agnimitra watches Malavika with red toes and colourful nails looking like a red lotus as she kicks the ashoka with her left foot and the tree bursts into bloom. The dohad or the longing of the tree to put forth its blossoms becomes a rite of spring and a prelude to the coming together of Malavika and Agnimitra in their passionate love. Kalidasa beautifully ties shringara and vasanta with the sensual touch of a woman in love where the woman and the tree resonate with each other.

				When we come to the Abhijnanashakuntalam we see Kalidasa at his best crafting a play that has come to be called India’s love story, a play that 
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