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ON KALIDASA

[KALIDASA] is a true son of his
age in his dwelling on the artistic, hedonistic, sensuous sides
of experience and pre-eminently a poet of love and beauty and
the joy of life. He represents it also in his intellectual passion for
higher things, his intense appreciation of knowledge, culture, the
religious idea, the ethical ideal, the greatness of ascetic self-mas-
tery, and these too he makes a part of the beauty and interest of
life and sees as admirable elements of its complete and splendid
picture. All his work is of this tissue. His great literary epic, the
“House of Raghu”, treats the story of a line of ancient kings as
representative of the highest religious and ethical culture and
ideals of the race and brings out its significances environed with
a splendid decoration of almost pictorially depicted sentiment
and action, noble or beautiful thought and speech and vivid in-
cident and scene and surrounding. Another unfinished epic, a
great fragment but by the virtue of his method of work complete
in itself so far as the tale proceeds, is in subject a legend of
the gods, the ancient subject of a strife of Gods and Titans, the
solution prepared here by a union of the supreme God and the
Goddess, but in treatment it is a description of Nature and the
human life of India raised to a divine magnitude on the sacred
mountain and in the homes of the high deities.

— Sri Aurobindo, The Foundations of Indian Culture,
SABCL, Volume 14, pp. 300-1
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Preface

oriented education is enormous.

There is, first, the idea that value-oriented education should
be exploratory rather than prescriptive, and that the teaching-
learning material should provide to the learners a growing expe-
rience of exploration.

Secondly, it is rightly contended that the proper inspiration
to turn to value-orientation is provided by biographies, autobi-
ographical accounts, personal anecdotes, epistles, short poems,
stories of humour, stories of human interest, brief passages filled
with pregnant meanings, reflective short essays written in well-
chiselled language, plays, powerful accounts of historical events,
statements of personal experiences of values in actual situations
of life, and similar other statements of scientific, philosophical,
artistic and literary expression.

Thirdly, we may take into account the contemporary fact that
the entire world is moving rapidly towards the synthesis of the
East and the West, and in that context, it seems obvious that our
teaching-learning material should foster the gradual familiarisa-
tion of students with global themes of universal significance as
also those that underline the importance of diversity in unity.
This implies that the material should bring the students nearer to
their cultural heritage, but also to the highest that is available in
the cultural experiences of the world at large.

Fourthly, an attempt should be made to select from Indian
and world history such examples that could illustrate the theme

The task of preparing teaching-learning material for value-
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Preface

of the upward progress of humankind. The selected research
material could be multi-sided, and it should be presented in such
a way that teachers can make use of it in the manner and in the
context that they need in specific situations that might obtain or
that can be created in respect of the students.

The research team at the Sri Aurobindo International Institute
of Educational Research (SAIIER) has attempted the creation of
the relevant teaching-learning material, and they have decided
to present the same in the form of monographs. The total num-
ber of these monographs will be around eighty.

It appears that there are three major powers that uplift life to
higher and higher normative levels, and the value of these pow-
ers, if well illustrated, could be effectively conveyed to the learn-
ers for their upliftment. These powers are those of illumination,
heroism and harmony.

It may be useful to explore the meanings of these terms
illumination, heroism and harmony - since the aim of these
monographs is to provide material for a study of what is sought
to be conveyed through these three terms. We offer here explor-
atory statements in regard to these three terms.

Illumination is that ignition of inner light in which meaning
and value of substance and life-movement are seized, under-
stood, comprehended, held, and possessed, stimulating and in-
spiring guided action and application and creativity culminating
in joy, delight, even ecstasy. The width, depth and height of the
light and vision determine the degrees of illumination, and when
they reach the splendour and glory of synthesis and harmony, il-
lumination ripens into wisdom. Wisdom, too, has varying degrees
that can uncover powers of knowledge and action, which reveal
unsuspected secrets and unimagined skills of art and craft of
creativity and effectiveness.

Heroism is, essentially, inspired force and self-giving and sac-
rifice in the operations of will that is applied to the quest, reali-
sation and triumph of meaning and value against the resistance
of limitations and obstacles by means of courage, battle and ad-
venture. There are degrees and heights of heroism determined
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by the intensity, persistence and vastness of sacrifice. Heroism
attains the highest states of greatness and refinement when it is
guided by the highest wisdom and inspired by the sense of ser-
vice to the ends of justice and harmony, as well as when tasks
are executed with consummate skill.

Harmony is a progressive state and action of synthesis and
equilibrium generated by the creative force of joy and beauty and
delight that combines and unites knowledge and peace and sta-
bility with will and action and growth and development. Without
harmony, there is no perfection, even though there could be max-
imisation of one or more elements of our nature. When illumina-
tion and heroism join and engender relations of mutuality and
unity, each is perfected by the other and creativity is endless.

Valmiki, Vyasa, and Kalidasa are the three greatest poets of
India, and one cannot have a living experience of Indian cul-
ture without some direct experience of the works of these three
great poets. Kalidasa is the reputed author of Ritusamhara,
Meghadutam, Raghuvamsham, and Kumarasambhavam. Apart
from these four poetical works, three dramatic works have
been universally attributed to Kalidasa, viz., Malavikagnimitram,
Vikramorvashiyam, Abhijnana Shakuntalam.

In Raghuvamsham, the poet describes a number of kings that
belong to the House of Raghu, — from Dilipa to Agnivarna. Only
a few episodes have been selected for this compilation, — just -
enough to introduce to the reader a few glimpses of the idealism
of the heroic qualities of kings like Dilipa, Aja, and Sri Rama. The
victory of Raghu, the lamentation of Aja, the hunting expedition
of Dashratha and four chapters devoted to Sri Rama may be re-
garded as perhaps the best portions of Raghuvamsham.

In all the works of Kalidasa we find a majestic style, charming
suggestion, apt similes, beautiful ornamentation and colourful
descriptions of nature as also the description of human happi-
ness and suffering. It has been said that Poetry unveiled herself
in all her beauty in the presence of Kalidasa. “Vaidarbhi kavita
svayam vritavati Shri Kalidasam varam.”

12



Introduction

Kalidasa: his life, time, works and genius

is both famous and unknown”.! Nothing definite can be said

about Kalidasa’s life, place of birth, and the time to which he
belonged, for Kalidasa himself, like many other great Indian au-
thors, did not give any hint about himself. He was much more in-
terested in highlighting and elaborating upon the themes chosen
by him for his work, rather than speaking anything about himself.
That is why his life-history as it comes down to us through differ-
ent traditional sources, is usually full of popular anecdotes and
interesting stories about him. One of the most popular anecdotes
about him is that he, in his early days, was an illiterate fool who
subsequently became learned by sheer grace of the Goddess of
learning, Saraswati, after being insulted and thrown out of his
home by his learned wife. This particular anecdote is associ-
ated with still more interesting stories of how his learned wife,
who was a princess puffed up with her learning, was cheated by
scholars who were positively angry with her insolence and who
somehow befooled her by introducing Kalidasa, an illiterate fool,
as the best scholar-suitor for her. This story of an illiterate fool
changing overnight to one of the greatest poets of India, the
story has caught hold of popular imagination, like the story of

I t has been rightly pointed out by C. R. Devadhar that, “Kalidasa
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Cinderella, an ordinary girl in rags, who changed into a beautiful
princess overnight through magic. But at the same time, there
is naturally very little evidence available to us in favour of such
anecdotes about Kalidasa. On the other hand, we have nothing
more reliable to go by either; it means that, unfortunately, we
know almost next to nothing about Kalidasa’s life-history.

One thing, however, is certain, and it is that he had a soft
corner in his heart for Ujjaini, as is evident from his insistence
displayed in so many words of the Yaksa in his Meghaditam that
the cloud-messenger, must visit Ujjaini, even if it would mean a
diversion from the route from Ramagiri to Alka in the Himalayas,
where Yaksa’s beloved wife resides. The reasons specified by the
Yaksa are of course quite a few, but one of the main reasons is
that Ujjaini, to put it in a nutshell, is most beautiful and attractive
in so many ways. From this it can very well be inferred that the
poet was born and brought up in Ujjaini, at least during his early
days, because of which he had a specific attachment towards
this city, or perhaps he had spent quite a good deal of his most
valuable and pleasant time there and carried sweet memories
of Ujjaini in the innermost recesses of his heart which he was
eager to share with his readers. It is obvious that his love for
Ujjaini was not ordinary; it was extraordinary, like that of a lover
for his beloved. And yet, we cannot be sure that Ujjaini was his
birth place, even if it was a place with which he had fallen in love
no doubt. There are also other possible claimants from different
parts of this country for being the birth place of Kalidasa, which
need our due consideration.

Is it possible that he was somehow connected with Ramgiri
hills near Koraput of Orissa, because of which he has men-
tioned it prominently as the place of exile for the Yaksa in his
Meghaddtam? May be, but it does not justify that he belonged to
Orissa on this count. Some regard him as belonging to Bengal,
as his name was Kalidasa, the servant of Goddess Kali, the fa-
mous Deity of Bengal. But this does not imply that he was born
in Bengal. Some others take him to be a poet of Kashmir, where
many great poets of India have been born. He is the only poet

14
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who describes a living saffron-flower, the plant which actually
grows only in Kashmir. But all this does not justify the claim of his
being a Kashmiri either, because Kalidasa, being a great traveller,
knew the details of India’s geography, and was also a very keen
observer of Nature. In the Raghuvams$am, while describing the
expedition of Raghu in all directions, he has given a number of
accurate descriptions of different parts of India and their specific
characteristics, wherever necessary. All this makes him really a
National Poet par excellence, of course, but no particular region
of India can doubtlessly claim to be the birth place of this great
poet simply on the ground that he has described a particular re-
gion in some detail. On the other hand, those who would identify
Ramgiri with Ramtek, near Nagpur, cannot be said to be entirely
pointless; the river Reva, i.e., Narmada is towards the north of
Ramtek and the cloud messenger has been asked to go in the
northerly direction (udarimukhah) of Ramgiri. But whatever may
be the case, in view of Kalidasa's deep acquaintance with and a
sympathetic appreciation of the whole of India, even now it has
been difficult to identify any particular region as the birth place
of this great poet, although, once again it may be reiterated,
Ujjaini was his most favourite city where perhaps he might have
spent most of his fruitful years.

The Date of Kalidasa

Here again, regarding the date of Kalidasa, there has been more
of controversy than of unanimity. According to the traditional
view, Kalidasa was the contemporary of King Vikramaditya, the
founder of Vikrama-era in 57 BC. Kalidasa, as a matter of fact,
seems to covertly adore King Vikramaditya, when he points out
in his Vikramorvasiyam, “Anutsekah khalu Vikramalankarah” or
“"Distya Mahendropakaraparyaptena Vikramamahimna vardhate
bhavan”.

This is taken as positive evidence in support of assigning this
great poet to the 1st century BC. Sir William Jones, Dr. Peterson,
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Mr. S. P. Pandit, Mr. M.R. Kale and others support this theory.
According to Dr Keith, Kalidasa flourished in the 5th century AD
during the rule of Chandragupta-Il of Ujjain, who ruled up to
about AD 413, and might have been referred to with the title of
Vikramaditya in Vikramorvasiyam. Kumara Sambhavam, the other
epical treatise written by Kalidasa, may be regarded as referring
to the birth of Kumaragupta who was the son and successor of
Chandragupta II. As a matter of fact, the title of Vikramaditya
was assumed by Chandragupta after defeating the Sakas in AD
395. Both the above mentioned theories, viz.,, the Gupta the-
ory and the traditional theory, may be regarded as probable,
for there is a definite reference made by the poet to the King
Vikramaditya in his drama Vikramorvasiyam. The controversy re-
garding the identity of this King Vikramaditya, it must be admit-
ted, has not yet been resolved. However, it may be said that the
probability is a little tilted in favour of the traditional theory. In
any case, it must be admitted that Kalidasa certainly flourished
before AD 610, for Banabhatta who belonged to AD 610 speaks
very highly of Kaidasa’s writings, and on the other hand, the ear-
liest limit of the date of Kalidasa can be fixed around 1st century
BC, the date of the great King Vikramaditya, the founder of the
Vikramasamvat (57 BC) whose contemporary he might have been,
for his reference to Vikramaditya in his drama Vikramorvasiyam
is unmistakable.?

Kalidasa’s Works

Kalidasa is undoubtedly the author of this immortal epic,
Raghuvamsam. Besides Raghuvamsam, Kalidasa is also the
author of another epic, Kumarasambhavam, and two lyric po-
ems, Meghaddtam and Rtusamharam. Malavikagnimitram,
Vikramorvasiyam, and Abhijfiana Sakuntalam, — these three
dramatic pieces are also attributed to Kalidasa. As Kalidasa was
famous both during and even after his life-time, many other
works were also attributed to Kalidasa subsequently but they
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were actually the works of poets of inferior talent who wanted
their works to be famous by being attributed to Kalidasa. This
explains the undue proliferation of the works of Kalidasa; as a
matter of fact, only the seven works mentioned above undoubt-
edly belong to Kalidasa, the great. Rajasekhara, it needs to be
noted, speaks of three different poets who were known to him
as bearing the name of Kalidasa (Kalidasa trayi kimu), and it
is therefore probable that those of inferior talent bearing the
name of Kalidasa might have written pieces other than the seven
mentioned above.3 Doubt expressed in certain quarters regarding
Kalidasa’s authorship of Rtusamharam, on account of an appar-
ent lack of a mature touch here, seems to be baseless after all; it
is possible that Rtusamharam was one of his earlier works.

Importance of Kalidasa as a Poet

Kalidasa, is a world-poet of all times, not to be confined to any
particular region, country, race or narrow religious creed, for we
find reference to all sorts of noble ideas and ideologies in his
writings. He can be regarded as a truly universal poet. He discov-
ered the permanent, the immortal, and eternity in beauty, truth
and goodness, amidst change, the mortal and the evanescent
things of the world and sang the Universal in and through the
particulars while not being negligent of the particulars them-
selves. Along with Vyasa and Valmiki, Kalidasa adorns that ped-
estal of excellence which can hardly be reached by any other
poet, for there is something superbly beautiful about his poetry
that makes it unique for all times. I am reminded in this con-
text of what Matthew Arnold had to say about Shakespeare, and
I think, this would, mutatis-mutandis, apply to the writings of
Kalidasa too.

Others abide our question — Thou art free!
We ask and ask— thou smilest and art still
Out-topping knowledge!

17
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It is no wonder that Sir William Jones has referred to him as
“the Shakespeare of India”. Sri Aurobindo, the greatest Indian
yogin-philosopher, and poet, has the following words to say
about Kalidasa:

Kalidasa is the great, the supreme poet of the senses, of
aesthetic beauty of sensuous emotion... In continuous gift
of seizing an object and creating it to the eye he has no
rival in literature.... He is besides a consummate artist, pro-
found in conception and suave in execution, a master of
sound and language who has moulded for himself out of
the infinite possibilities of the Sanskrit tongue a verse and
diction which are absolutely the grandest, most puissant
and most full voiced of any human speech, a language of
the Gods.*

M. R. Kale has this to say about Kalidasa’s poetry:

His genius has been recognized in India from very early
times. He has been and will ever be enshrined in the hearts
of his countrymen as the Prince of Indian poets. Most
Indian successors of Kalidasa have expressed in suitable
words their admiration of the poet who stood far ahead of
them in the perfection of his art.>

Eulogies of Kalidasa and his poetry highlighting his greatness
abound in plenty not only in our tradition but also in countries
outside India, coming as they do from scholars and writers of
eminence belonging to different countries at different times. I
give a few examples here, in order to highlight some of the as-
pects of his undisputed glory. Professor Lasson, for example,
rightly calls him “the brightest star in the firmament of Indian
poetry”. According to Humbolt, “Tenderness in the expression of
feelings and richness of creative fancy have assigned to him a
lofty place among the poets of all nations”.¢ Goethe's apprecia-

18
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tion of Kalidasa’s Sakuntala is well-known. Goethe says:

Wouldst thou the young year’s blossoms and the fruits of

its decline,

And all by which the soul is charmed, enraptured, feasted,
fed?

Wouldst thou the heaven and earth in one sole name
combine,

I name thee O éakuntala, and all at once is said.

When we remember that Goethe himself was the greatest
poet of Germany and one of the greatest of the world, we realize
the importance of his estimate of Kalidasa.

The American scholar, Ryder, has paid a glowing tribute to
Kalidasa and his lyric poem Meghaddtam as follows:

Kalidasa understood in the fifth century what Europe did
not learn until the nineteenth, and even now comprehends
only imperfectly, that the world was not made for man, that
man reaches his full stature only as he realizes the .dignity
and worth of life that is not human. That Kalidasa seized
this truth is a magnificent tribute to his intellectual power,
a quality quite as necessary to great poetry as perfection
of form. Poetical fluency is not rare; intellectual grasp is
not very uncommon; but the combination of the two has
not been found perhaps more than a dozen times since the
world began. Because he possessed this harmonious com-
bination, Kalidasa ranks not with Anacreon and Horace and
Shelley, but with Sophocles, Virgil and Milton.?

There are references to Kalidasa’s greatness as a poet at dif-
ferent times, in our own country from scholars and poets of emi-
nence, even of the stature of Banabhatta, the famous author
of Kadambari, about whom it is said that his scholarship was
all-pervasive and nothing under the sun remained untouched by
him. The great Banabhatta has commented thus:

19
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frfamg A a1 & @rferere= gihy |
ALY Foitaq Aad | |

Nirgatasu na va kasya Kalidasasya stktisu
Pritirmadhurasardrasu manjarisviva jayate

When Kalidasa's sweet sayings, charming as they are with
sweet sentiments, went forth, who did not feel delight in
them as in honey-laden flowers?

There is a ‘subhasita’, a beautiful saying, regarding Kalidasa

remaining unsurpassed throughout since the time when the
counting of the names of eminent poets started, which runs as
follows:

g &AMl TURTIRE FHfteds ff@aarerar |
HEMY AFABICIRISNNG FISTTA I | |

Pura kavinam gananaprasange kanisthikadhisthita Kalidasa
Adyapi tattulya kaverabhavadanamika sarthavati babhuva

While once the poets were being counted, Kalidasa’s name
came first, and occupied the last finger. The next finger, the
ring-finger continued to remain true to its name (anamika
i.e. nameless), as there was no second poet available to
take the place after Kalidasa.

A somewhat exaggerated poetic descruptlon perhaps, yet not

entirely pointless either.
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Some unique features of Kalidasa’s poetic genius

Kalidasa was unique in many respects, and in the words of M.
R. Kale:

His poetic genius has brought Sanskrit poetry to the high-
est elegance and refinement. His style is peculiarly pure
and chaste... An unaffected simplicity of expression and an
easy-flowing language mark his writings which are embel-
lished with similes unparalleled for their beauty and ap-
propriateness and with pithy general sayings... Kalidasa
excels other poets in his description of the sublime and the
beautiful...8

The highest place is assigned to Kalidasa among poets for the
construction of happy similes, when it is said:

2fee geeTiored AT | = qome | |

Upama Kalidasasya Bharaverartha gauravam
Dandinah padalalityam maghe santi trayo gunah

Simile is, indeed, the (distinguishing mark) of Kalidasa;
meaningfulness of Bharavi; charm of word of Dandin;
all the three (distinguish) Magha.

The excellence of the similes or upama in Kalidasa's writing
is really unsurpassable and that it is a special forte of Kalidasa’s
works is beyond any doubt. Let us take another well known verse
from the tradition, again. Kalidasa, it is pointed out, exceeds in
the Vaidarbhi style which is supposed to be the best in traditional
Sanskrit literature. That is why, it is said, in the following beauti-
ful verse (subhasita), that:
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Valmikerajani prakasasitaguna Vyasena flalvati, Vaidharbhi kavita
svayam vritavati Sri Kalidasam varam

Vaidharbh style of poetry, which had its origin from Valmiki,
and was nurtured and educated by Vyasa, chose Kalidasa
as her bridegroom, out of her own accord.

His style is suggestive, suggesting much more than what it
expresses; it is devoid of artificiality, laxity and of extravagant
descriptions found in later writings. Brevity and perspicuity si-
multaneously adorn his works; easy-flowing language, simplicity
of expression with profundity of inner significance in his writings
make him attain a unique status of elegance and refinement that
has remained unsurpassed so far amongst poets.

It is no wonder, therefore, that Mallinatha, the great commen-
tator, who himself was highly learned in the Sastras, should be
vociferous in his praise of Kalidasa with the following words:

Kalidasa giram saram Kalidasah Saraswati, Caturmukhothava
vidyat vidurnanye tu madrsah.

Mallinatha says:

The greatness of Kalidasa’s poetry can be genuinely ap-
preciated only by three persons in this world, first of all,
Kalidasa himself, the second one is Goddess Saraswati
(from whom Kalidasa had derived his poetic powers) and
then, Brahma, the creator of Kalidasa himself. People like
me cannot, by any chance, comprehend the real signifi-
cance of Kalidasa's poetic genius.

This particular verse composed in honour of Kalidasa com-
ing as it does from the great scholar-commentator, Mallinatha,
speaks volumes about the richly suggestive style of Kalidasa,
which makes it difficult for ordinary readers to fathom the impli-
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cation of his writings in all their subtle nuances, although they,
being apparently lucid and perspicuous to all outward purposes,
touch the heart directly. Numerous examples can be cited in fa-
vour of this highly suggestive character of Kalidasa's poetry from
his epics, lyrics, and dramas, for they all abound in this quality
unlike the writings of any other poet. In the words of Shelley,
addressed as they were to a skylark in another context, one may
perhaps significantly address this poet_of unparalleled brilliance
as follows:

What thou art

We know not; what is most like thee?

From rainbow clouds there flow not

Drops so bright to see.

As from thy presence showers a rain of melody.

I am not sure if Kalidasa, as has been pointed out by H.K.
Satapathy,® has indirectly hinted at the infinitude of his own po-
etic genius through the passage in his Raghuvamsam Canto XIII,
where Lord Rama is comparing the all-pervasive nature of Ocean
with that of Lord Visnu, but I am sure that this passage can be
regarded as a fitting description of his unfathomable poetic ex-
cellence that engages our mind with universal significance.

Kalidasa’s Philosophic Genius

Another important feature of the poetic genius of Kalidasa lies in
the fact that he was not merely an Indian poet of eminence but,
intrinsically, he was also an Indian philosopher par excellence. In
India, a poet and a philosopher are not so sharply divided from
each other, for the Sanskrit word Kavi, which stands for a poet
is, as a matter of fact, supposed to be a rsi, and rsi stands for
one who is a seer (mantra drasta) of truth. Even if it is not so
in case of ordinary poets or philosophers, we must admit that
at least in the case of some of our most eminent thinkers and
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spiritual masters like Acarya Sarkara, they are found to be si-
multaneously both philosophers of eminence and also poets in
their own right. Saundarya Lahari, Ananda Lahari, etc., authored
by Acarya Sar'\kara, for example, are as much poetical, as they
are philosophical. It is also mutatis mutandis true of great po-
ets throughout the world and more so in case of great Indian
poets like Kalidasa. It is worth mentioning here that according
to Coleridge, one cannot be a great poet without being a great
philosopher. "No man,” says Coleridge, “was ever yet a great
poet without being at the same time a profound philosopher”.1°
Kalidasa, in my humble opinion, was a great poet whose philo-
sophical genius has been overshadowed because of his poetic ex-
cellence. Therefore, the philosophy of Kalidasa should be worked
out in some detail alongside his poetic excellence. I can only give
some hints here about a certain prominent philosophical attitude
of this great poet which is found to be pervading all his works in
different degrees and in different ways. The most prominent idea
that pervades the works of Kalidasa, to my mind, centres round
the Upanisadic philosophy of Vedanta which goes far beyond any
fanatic clinging to one ideology or the other, based on the con-
ception of a particular deity as the ultimate, while at the same
time doing adequate justice to various devotional aptitudes and
inclinations in different contexts.

It is true that Kalidasa was an ardent devotee of Lord Siva,
as is evident from the opening stanzas of Malavikagnimitram,
Vikramorvasiyam and AbhijAiana Sakuntalam, but was no less re-
spectful towards Goddess Parvati, along with Lord Siva, as is
evident in the opening lines of Raghuvamsam. He was equal-
ly respectful towards Lord Visnu, as is evident in Canto X of
Raghuvamsam and towards the creator Brahma too, as is evi-
dent in Kumdarasambhavam, Canto II. As a matter of fact,
he did not admit of any ultimate difference in the Trinity. In
Kumarasambhavam,*' the idea that is propagated by Kalidasa
reminds us of the Rig Vedic lines, "Ekam sad vipra bahudha va-
danti” i.e., “the same reality is spoken of differently by different
sages”. Atman, one without a second, has assumed the form
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of Trinity and has appeared in different forms as the creator
Brahma, sustainer Visnu and destroyer Siva, — this idea of the
poet is more or less Vedantic in character. The term “Atman” used
by the poet here is significant, for the Atma tattva (the concept
of Atman) is specifically Vedantic in its purport. The same term
“Atman” is used also in Raghuvamsam, while gods pray to Lord
Visnu (Canto X. 16). Similarly, in Raghuvamsam Kalidasa is found
to be subscribing to the theory that the Paramatman is ungrasp-
able and unfathomable by the human mind (Canto X. 28.); even
anumana (inference) and the Vedic authority cannot make us
fathom or measure the infinitude of the Lord (the term used by
the poet here is “aparichhedya”, a very appropriate term indeed).
When the gods are praying to Lord Visnu, in Raghuvamsam, they
point out that various means adopted by us, shown to be diverse
by various systems of thought, lead to the Lord Himself, just as
all the streams of the river Ganges meet in the ocean (X. 26.).
This reminds us, naturally, of the “Tattu samanvayat” (1.1.4) su-
tra of the Brahma sutras of Badarayana; this is the fundamental
philosophical attitude of the Indian philosopher in maintaining
that all the differences in our ways of thinking, ways of worship,
etc., are merely outward manifestations, while actually all forms
of worship, all forms of thinking find their culmination in the
ultimate reality, i.e., Brahman. Bhagavadgita is particularly em-
phatic in this regard, when it points out that all forms of worship
ultimately find their culmination in the worship of the same Lord
(mama vartmanuvartante manusyah Partha sarvasah). The idea
is that all roads lead to the ultimate goal, the Summum Bonum.
Ryder has rightly said that, “"Kalidasa moved among the jarring
sects with sympathy for all, fanaticism for none”.’? And this is
possible only on the part of a true Vedantin. It has been pointed
out by Acarya Sarkara,® a true Vedantin does not have any quar-
rel with the dualists, who sees non-difference (abheda) every-
where. Kalidasa was well-versed not only in Vedanta but also in
Samkhya dualism, Yoga philosophy and its practices, rather in
almost all the systems of Indian thought, but his fundamental at-
titude towards all schools of thought, rather towards everything,
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was that of a true Vedantin.

His universal vision as well as sympathy extending far beyond
the narrow geographical territory becomes evident in his writings,
in different ways and with different nuances, especially where a
typical philosophy of detachment is promoted by this great poet-
philosopher as the foundation of our Indian culture centering
on an over-all Vedantic perspective. Lord Siva is thus extolled,
adored and worshipped as the model in his writings because of
His spirit of detachment amidst plenty; this is note-worthy.!4

II
Importance of the Raghuvamsam

Raghuvamsam (the House of Raghu) is a Mahakavya with epi-
cal dimension. The mahakavya (or Great Poem) is one of two
most popular forms of literary composition, and have attracted
the best geniuses to try their hand at them. M.R. Kale says the
following:

For in dignity of style, depth of thought, and majesty of
movement, the Mahakavya is far and away the best ex-
pression which the Sanskrit literary artist has found for his
genius.t’

The characteristics enumerated by Dandin (a rhetorician circa
6th century AD) for a work to be identified as a mahakavya are
quite applicable in the case under consideration. Says Dandin:

A “mahakavya” is a composition in cantos, and it is thus
defined; it should begin with a benediction or salutation
or a reference to the subject-matter; its subject should be
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one taken from history or otherwise real; the attainment of
one of the ends of human existence should be its aim; the
hero able and noble; as embellishments it should contain
the garden or water, drinking scenes, love-delights, sepa-
ration or wedding of lovers, the birth of a son, a council,
an embassy, a march or a battle or a victory of the hero;
it should not be concise, and should be full of sentiments
and feelings. Its cantos should not be too long, its metres
sonorous, its transitions (from one canto to another) well-
arranged, and with a change of metres at the close. Such
a poem, suitably ornamented with figures, and a source of
delight to the people, will last for ages.!®

That this particular work of Kalidasa is a source of delight
to the people, and has already displayed its capacity for lasting
through ages, there cannot be any second opinion in this regard;
besides, it fulfills all the other conditions specified by Dandin in a
general manner, even though it needs to be noted that Kalidasa
was a master of self-restraint in style and was never a stickler for
the specific details and artificiality in rules meant for technical
perfection.

The Raghuvamsa sings of the great solar race of IkSvaku
in which Visnu was pleased to become incarnate as Rama,
that he may destroy the demon Ravana and free the gods
and men from his tyranny.*’

It is worth noting in this connection that “the list of kings
given by Kalidasa is in general agreement with the one found in
the Vispupurana, and more or less so with those preserved in
other puranas”.'®

It is obvious that Kalidasa has more or less followed in the
footsteps of descriptions of a city, the sea, mountain, the sea-
sons, sunrise, moonrise, sports in Valmiki, the Adikavi, and his
Ramayana for his description of the life of Rama. Although in cer-
tain respects and at certain places, he has surpassed the poetic
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excellence of the great Valmiki even, in respect of the other kings
mentioned in the Raghuvamsam, it seems that he has mostly tak-
en the help of Harivamsa purana, where we come across a long
list of the kings of the Solar race. But it needs to be highlighted
that the originality in the poetic talent of Kalidasa has been evi-
dent almost everywhere, irrespective of his following in the foot-
steps of Valmiki Ramayana or Harivamsa, as the case may be.
Although Lord Rama was the incarnation of Lord Visnu who was
born in the solar race in order to liberate the gods from the tor-
ture inflicted on them by Ravana and the story of Ramayana was
thus supposed to be the central theme of Raghuvamsam, even
then Raghu was so very prominent as a king of the solar race
that the entire dynasty was named after him, as Raghuvamsam.
But why so one may wonder? And the poet himself has given a
hint in this regard. Dilipa is described by Kalidasa as asking for
a boon from Nandini (Vasistha’s cow) to have a son in the womb
of his wife, Sudaksina, who would perpetuate his line and would
also earn eternal fame for himself. (Canto II. 64.) This implies
that the progeny of Dilipa, i.e. Raghu, as a matter of fact, per-
petuated the solar race and earned eternal fame for himself. It is
thus no wonder that the entire mahakavya of Kalidasa should be
named after such a king viz.,, Raghu, who was “vamsasya karta”
(perpetuator of the race) and “anantakirti” (a king of eternal
fame).

It is unfortunate that the last king named in Raghuvamsam
was Agnivarna, who was a libertine whose excesses hastened his
death, and this great epic abruptly ends with a note that the wid-
owed queen who was pregnant at the time ascended the throne
as the Regent on behalf of her unborn son. Such an abrupt end
naturally makes one suspect that the epic has been left incom-
plete for reasons unknown. It is noteworthy that there is no
epilogue to the poem, no benediction which is usually found at
the end of all Sanskrit works, and also In all the other works of
Kalidasa. Traditionally, as a matter of fact, it is pointed out that
there were originally twenty-five cantos in Raghuvamsam. But if
this is so, where have the other cantos gone? Again, is this par-
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ticular tradition an authentic one? One may wonder.

It needs to be noted that Mallinatha, the famous commenta-
tor of Kalidasa, has written commentaries only on nineteen can-
tos of Raghuvamsam. On the other hand, critics like Hillebrandt
have pointed out that, “the last two cantos of the Raghu are
spurious”.'® Doubts in this regard are natural because of the lack
of the typical poetic skill and self-restraint of Kalidasa, the last
canto being devoted to the love-making of a king who was exclu-
sively engaged in debauchery, thus reducing the work to more of
an erotic than a heroic poem. It needs to be noted that, “opin-
ion in India has throughout favoured these cantos as Kalidasa’s
works; hence it is that we find quotations from these cantos in
works that belong to the 11th century, and commentators of note
such as Mallinatha have thought it fit to comment on them.”?
However, even if we accept the last canto, i.e. Canto XIX, to be
authentic, the end is an abrupt one, for it ends with the descrip-
tion of a widow occupying the throne of the illustrious race of the
Raghus, bearing the progeny of the deceased king in her womb.
Even though the future appears uncertain, one may say that it
ends with a happy note, to the effect “that the chief queen of
Agnivarna had conceived and that the line of Iksvaku dynasty
would not cease but continue further”.?! Even then we have to
admit that the great epic, with this abrupt end, remains some-
what incomplete as one feels there remains a hidden want, as it
were, waiting for a further magical touch from the poetic genius
of a Kalidasa. Hence, one has to concede most unwillingly per-
haps, that in this respect, it remains an incomplete work.

Regarding the kings mentioned in this great work, only a few
like Dilipa, Raghu, Aja, Dasaratha and Rama were most conspicu-
ous. The kings coming afterwards were not so important, after
all; the last one mentioned in Canto XIX was not only insignifi-
cant, he was inglorious too, as a matter of fact bringing disgrace
to the great descendants of Raghu . Ryder’s remarks are indeed
appropriate when he says that:

We must regard it (i.e. Raghuvamsa) as a poem in which
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single episodes take a stronger hold upon the reader than
does the unfolding of an ingenious plot.

Looking to the poem itself, we find that the first three cantos
deal with Dilipa; cantos three to eight are on Raghu and cantos
five to eight speak of Aja.... Cantos nine to fifteen are similarly
dominated by Rama though canto nine describes Dasaratha “but
there too, the end clearly shows that it is Rama that the poet had
in mind.”s

The episode of Dilipa and the lion, the description of Raghu’s
encounter with Indra, and an account of his digvijaya (heroic vic-
tory pervading all directions), Aja's marriage with Indumati and
the pathetic bereavement on account of the accidental demise of
his most beautiful and talented wife in the prime of her youth, all
these are indeed most conspicuous and appealing, and Kalidasa’s
immortal pen has made each one of these episodes come alive
to us with a rare and unforgettable beauty which leave us, as it
were, enchanted. But so also are the beautiful romantic love-epi-
sodes of Rama and Sita along with their typically pathetic scenes
of forced separation, bereavement, banishment and the tragic
end too. It is undoubtedly true that the Adikavi Valmiki in his
Ramayana has excelled at many places in describing certain epi-
sodes of Rama and Sita in detail and at those places, naturally,
Kalidasa has simply touched upon those episodes. But it would
be wrong to observe as Devadhar has done that, “as a poet he
was irresistibly drawn to sing of the most popular hero of India,
and limps after ‘the first poet’ without a thought of challenging
the great epic directly”.2* This is somewhat unfair to Kalidasa, in
my humble opinion, for how can one even dream of Kalidasa pos-
sibly challenging the “first poet” (Adikavi), when in his opening
verses of Raghuvamsam he has openly acknowledged his indebt-
edness to and his following in the footsteps of earlier eminent
poets in this regard:

YT FAdrar a9rs RegaRive |
7ol FFRY @ GEe@n & e | |
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Athava kritavagdvare vanse asminprvasaribhih
Manau vajrasamutkirne sutrasyevasti me gatih

Or to this race to which ancient bards have opened the
doorway of Speech, I may get access even as a thread may
pierce a diamond perforated gem.

) — Canto I.4.

There is therefore, no question of the great poet Kalidasa
“limping after” the other great poet, viz., Valmiki. I would rather
regard this remark to be an unfair one by the critic.

The poetic excellence of Kalidasa has come out in its full force
in certain episodes, for example, when Rama is returning from
Lanka in the Puspak along with his wife Sita, in Canto XIII; here
there is obviously no question of coming to a clash with the po-
etic excellence of Valmiki, who has not highlighted this particular
episode in his great epic, Ramayana. This, once again, speaks of
Kalidasa’'s great sense of propriety (aucitya), self-restraint, and a
depth of understanding and appreciation of the situation, rather
than any “limping” on his part after the genius of Valmiki.

The poet's “descriptive powers are great, and some of the
scenesinthe SEkunta/am, the Meghaddtamand the Raghuvamsam
are so enchanting as to hold his readers spellbound. And as re-
gards dhvanikavya, the kind of poetry which suggests more than
what it expresses, he is master of acknowledged skill.”25

This great work of Kalidasa, it needs to be noted, is full of
those very qualities of the poet which are to be found in his other
writings, — the lucidity and spontaneity of expression, sugges-
tiveness in style, lack of artificiality, novelty of thought, construc-
tion of happy similes (upama) and deep insight into both the
internal nature of man and external nature, all these features are
no less prominent in the Raghuvamsam, including the Sita-Rama
episodes beautifully described by the great poet, than in his oth-
er works. We give below a few passages from the Raghuvamsam
that illustrate these qualities:
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Here is the banyan tree, known as Syéma, formerly be-
sought by thee, which, laden with fruit, glows like an em-
erald-heap, interspersed with rubies.

Behold, O fair one of flawless limbs, how the Ganges with
its stream cleft by the Yamuna gleams here like a necklet
of pearls interwoven with sapphires that cover it with their
splendour, there like a garland of white lilies, set in the in-
tervals with blue lotuses; here like a row of birds that love
the Manasa lake interspersed with dark-winged swans; now
like sandal-paintings on the earth with ornamental leaves
in dark aloes; now like moonlight chequered with dark-
ness underneath the shades; now like a patch of white
autumn clouds, where through the interstices the (blue of
the) sky peeps out and in places like Siva's body smeared
with the unguent of ashes, and girt with black-snakes for
ornaments. '

— Canto XIIL. 53-57
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Yon Citrakdta, O one of proportionate limbs, like a stately
bull, loud-bellowing without break from its mouth-like cave,
and with dark-clouds clinging to its peaks like mud to the
bulls-horns in its playful butting, now enchants my eye.
Here at the base of the mountain shines the river Mandakini,
with its pellucid, steady stream, made slender by distance,
and hence looking like a pearly band on the neck of the
Earth.”

— Canto XIII. 47-48

Regarding suggestiveness in style, two examples are given
here. Take the case of the great Hanuman crossing the ocean, for
which our poet gives the following description:

qIfce AT Al FARRE B | |

Marutih sagaram tirnah samsaramiva nirmamah

“Maruti crossed the ocean, as a detached person would
cross this samsara”
— Canto XII. 60

Here the implications are profound, indeed, for it has an im-
plicit reference to the background of our whole Indian culture
that culminates in tyaga (detachment and self-sacrifice) at the
end. Similarly, when Rama, along with Sita and Laksmana enter
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into the Dandaka forest, the poet says:

T AT FATIRAATA |
frezr Zuzenm 9@ 9 &l A | |

Sa Sita Laksmana sakhah satyadgurumalopayan
Vivesha dandkaranyam pratyekam cha satam manah

Helping his father not to deviate from truth, Rama along
with Sita and Laksmana entered into the Dandaka forest,
and the heart of every good man.

— Canto XII. 9.

This verse points to our commitment to ethics being at the
apex of our entire value system. This also implies how dear to
the innermost core of our heart and of everybody for that matter,
Rama is or should be, provided we are whole heartedly devoted
to the good. Through a pithy expression, a very important sug-
gestion is made here by the poet of the universal acceptability
of Rama'’s conduct, irrespective of caste, creed, religion, time, or
country, only on the basis of high sense of morals.2® Here is only
an example, but this is not all. The legend of Sita-Rama, as it is
developed in Raghuvamsam, is not lacking in the magical touch
of Kalidasa’'s poetic talent, even if one has to admit that the
original Ramayana was also full of episodes that were described
most beautifully by the Adikavi. Kalidasa has excelled at places
where Valmiki has left certain things unsaid, while Kalidasa has
only touched upon those themes where he has felt that Valmiki
has excelled.

The geographical range of knowledge that Kalidasa displays
in this great epic is simply astounding. Some of it is visible in
his beautiful description in the thirteenth canto (where Rama
is shown to be returning to Ayodhya along with his wife in the
Puspak, the aerial car) of the dark shore-line, dark with rows
of Tamala and palm-forests, as also in the description of the
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confluence of Ganga and Yamuna at Allahabad, and in the epi-
sode of Indumati svayamvara (the description where Indumati
selects Aja amidst the prospective candidates coming for mar-
riage from all over India) too, but much more so in the episode of
‘Raghudigvijaya’, the description of Raghu conquering the whole
of India in all directions.

And in our own work here that follows, the aspects of
heroism, harmony and illumination, as, they are manifested in
the Raghuvamsam, are highlighted as also the specific style and
excellence of Kalidasa’s writings beginning from the episode of
Dilipa and Sudaksina and ending with the episode of Rama and
Sita.
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ON RAGHU'S LINE

-
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Of kings who were untainted from their birth,

Who toiled until there was success, who ruled the earth to
the sea,

Whose car-track reached to heaven;

Who duly worshipped the sacred fire, who gave to every
guest according to his wish, whose punishments were in
proportion to the crimes, who were watchful at the proper
time;

Who sought wealth that they might give it away, whose
words were measured for the sake of truth, who sought
victory for glory’s sake, and for offspring took unto them
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their wives;
Who, in childhood, studied all good arts, and next in youth
sought worldly joy, who, in age, lived hermit’s lives, and
cast away their bodies through meditation at last;
Such was Raghu’s line, and such my theme, though meagre
be my wealth of speech; their virtues, having reached my
ear, impel me to this fond attempt.

— Canto I. 5-9

This description, given by the poet in detail about the entire
line of Raghu, is indeed significant, simply because it highlights
the best qualities of the kings belonging to this line in general. All
the kings belonging to the line of Raghu represent illumination,
heroism and harmony in their respective ways. It is true that the
last king of this race, Agnivarna, was not up to the mark, but this
may be regarded as an exception whose description comes only
in the 19th canto which is the last canto. Evidently, Agnivarna
is not taken into consideration by the poet, when he counts the
greatness of the kings belonging to this illustrious race.
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DILIPA

JRIAT HAW AT A0, |
HEEIRIAMER qass<aE |
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There once lived Manu, the son of Vivasvat, highly hon-
oured by the wise, who was first among earthly kings like
‘Om’ among the sacred triad.

In his pure line was born Dilipa who was purer still, shining
among kings like the Moon in the milky sea.
Broad-chested, with shoulders like a bull’s, with long arms
like Sala boughs, he was as it were the very essence of the
Ksattriyas residing in a body capable of doing its proper
duties.

Endowed with all-surpassing strength, graced with a splen-
dour that overpowered all others, towering over all on
earth, he strode like Meru with its lofty form.

Like his form was his intellect, like his intellect was his
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learning; his efforts were worthy of his learning and like his
efforts was his success.
—Canto L. 11-15

Dilipa is the illustrious father of an illustrious son, viz., Raghu,
the pre-eminent king of this race. Dilipa too, embodied all the
virtues of the line, though it is heroism that is the most conspicu-
ous in him, while it has to be admitted that heroism reaches the
climax in Raghu himself, as is evident from his ‘digvijaya’ ( con-
quest in all directions) described by the poet in Canto IV.

The poet in his inimitable style points out how king Dilipa was
harmony personified, as it were, in respect of his form, intellect,
learning, efforts and success thereof. The poet further points
out:

S A & 9Ihl AT sATaTEds |
TN ORI q99a 3 | |
FAGLR Al qgeaTe |
T SR A e | |

With knowledge he combined restraint of speech, with
might forgiveness, with generosity absence of vainglorious-
ness, his virtues thus associated with other virtues, seemed
as if they were twin-born.
Unshackled by worldly joys, thoroughly versed in all useful
arts, he, who loved virtue, was without aging old.

— Canto I. 22-23

This is indeed nothing but a beautiful description of the rare
harmony of virtues existing together, in the words of the poet
himself: “twin-born”.

The three goals of life, dharma, artha and kama (Trivarga,
as they are called) were also meticulously followed by Dilipa in
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a harmonious manner, where artha and kama found their fulfill-
ment in dharma, as it should be, in the case of an extraordinary
personality like that of Dilipa (Canto I. 25), who was the model
of men in his conduct. In spite of the fact that Dilipa was, as it
were, harmony personified both in his bearing and conduct, he
was very much aware of a great discord in his life on account of
his being deprived of an appropriate progeny who could continue
to carry on his line after him. That is why, he decided along with
his queen, Sudaksina, to go to the hermitage of Vasistha, his
mentor, place his grievances before his Guru and get this defect
rectified once for all through Guru’s advice. Dilipa was greatly
affected in his inner being and felt acutely this particular short-
coming, that for him all other achievements without a suitable
progeny appeared to be meaningless. R. D. Karmarkar says:

Dilipa’s address to Vasistha is couched in very elegant lan-
guage and the thoughts of the son-less monarch, about the
agony caused to the Pitrs on account of his being without
a son, are full of pathos and make a powerful appeal to the
reader.?

I give below a few stanzas as illustration:

I 77 fd aeEEg T A |
M AIYn 9 gidedt @HEr | |
TERTAT froaea s |
THEITE YT SgEaagaaday | |
@Ud A= Ion FErA |
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41



Illumination, Heroism and Harmony

It is but natural that it fares well with all the seven con-
stituents of my state, since you are there to avert divine
and human harm alike. ...
That safe and unharmed by calamities my people live the
utmost term of human life is surely due to your spiritual
might.
With you, my preceptor born of the creator, guarding me
who am free from vice, how will fortune not bless me
continually?
Yet what is Earth to me with all its isles and precious gems,
when never from your daughter has sprung a child worthy
of me?”

— Canto L. 60, 63-65.

And then we come to the episode of both Dilipa and Sudaksina
devoting themselves whole heartedly to the service of Nandini,
the cow in Vasistha’s hermitage, in order to over-come the im-
pact of the curse already incurred by him, unawares, because of
deviation in his conduct of showing appropriate respect towards
the mother of Nandini, Surabhi, during one of his trips to heaven.
“"Good fortune” says the poet, “is hindered if honour is not ren-
dered where it is due”. (Canto I. 79). Dilipa and Sudaksina are
asked to devote themselves to the services of Nandini, taking
Nandini to be the representative of Surabhi, her mother. Here
certain discord, disruption, in fortune is shown to be accruing to
oneself on account of some lapse in one’s action in the past. This
is in accordance with the doctrine of Karma that pervades our
whole life, according to Indian thought. This doctrine of Karma
has its origin in the doctrine of Rta in the Vedas. Rta stands for
certain harmony that governs the functioning of the entire uni-
verse. This harmony has been highlighted through the episode of
Surabhi in the context of Dilipa’s over-all conduct. No one, it is
said, can violate the principle of Karma, on any account, for one
has to reap the fruits of Karma even after a lapse of time.

In Dilipa’s entire life and conduct, there is a specific emphasis
given on the aspect of harmony in this manner. This particular
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aspect has been highlighted duly in the couple’s services meticu-
lously rendered to Nandini, Vasistha's cow in his hermitage, for
bringing about the requisite balance in their life.

The kindly monarch, shining in his glory... protected the
cow born of Surabhi, as if she were earth embodied, with
the four oceans for her udders.
Following the cow in his vow of service he prohibited even
the remainder of his attendants (to’ follow him); nor was
there any other means of self-protection; for Manu’s race
their own valour defends.

— Canto II. 3-4.

Now we come to the occasion when a lion suddenly attacks
Nandini, the cow of Vasistha’s hermitage, while he was en-
gaged whole-heartedly in his services to her near a cave of the
Himalayas. His valour was evident when we find him making ef-
forts forthwith to strike the lion with his arrow. He, however,
could do nothing when he found his right arm was restrained by
some spell, as it were. The entire scene, as a matter of fact, was
contrived by Nandini herself to test the sincerity of devotion in
the king towards her. Ultimately, the king expressed his willing-
ness to sacrifice his life in place of Nandini, when the lion, who
was talking to him in human voice, insisted on killing the holy
cow of Vasistha for satisfying its hunger. When the king offered
his own body as food for the hungry lion, and was expecting a
fierce attack from the lion on his body, the situation changed,
and he found to his astonishment that there was simply no lion
on the scene. Nandini, the holy cow herself, stood there in front
of the king and said that the whole scene was contrived by her
just to test his sincerity. She expressed her satisfaction finally
with the services of the king.

Dilipa says to the lion when the cow Nandini has been seized
by him:
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Do you therefore, favour me by satisfying your hunger with
my body; release this cow of the great sage, whose young
calf is yearning for her at the end of the day.

The high sounding word meaning a Ksatra (Ksattriya) is
well known in the world by its derivation: ‘one who protects
from danger’, of what use is a kingdom to him who acts in
a reverse way and of what use is his life to him which bears
the stain of ignominy?

— Canto II. 45, 53

[And then King Dilipa] "...cast himself a prey before the
lion as he would a ball of flesh.” I1.59

It is significant here to note the heroism of king Dilipa, who
was prepared to sacrifice his own life for the sake of the holy cow
for whose protection and services he had offered himself volun-
tarily. More than his physical body, Dilipa was more concerned
protect his "body of fame”, for he speaks out his mind to the

lion as follows: -

44

feratéerda I=EISE aueeiit wa ¥ Zards |
TR Afgar frar Ty ey | |
If you think of sparing me, be kind to spare the body of my

fame, for people like me put little value on their physical
bodies that are made up of gross elements and are, there-
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fore, bound to perish,
— Canto II. 57

This is expressive of Dilipa’s high sense of value, speaking
volumes of his developed mind that exudes illumination of a high
order, while valour and heroism remain as the basis throughout.
In Dilipa, we find a blend of various virtues displayed on differ-
ent occasions such as heroism, illumination, and harmony, while
heroism remains conspicuous in him. A harmonious integration
of his character and conduct with those of his ideal wife, queen
Sudaksina, who helped her husband in ways more than one, in
all his domestic and family-duties, became conspicuous both in
the hermitage of their Guru, the great Vasistha, while serving the
cow Nandini to the best of their capacity and also later, when the
queen, after return from the hermitage, became pregnant. The
poet in his inimitable style writes:
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“The king regarded his pregnant queen as the sea-clad
earth with her buried treasures, or the Sami tree with fire
concealed within it, or the river Saraswati with her waters
hidden below her bed".

— Canto III. 9

This typical harmony in conjugal life envisaged by the great
poet here is simply unparalleled and unique in itself, although it
is true that Kalidasa is adept at such descriptions of an ideal cou-
ple in other contexts too, in Raghuvamsam itself, for example, in
case of Aja-Indumati, Rama-Sita and the like.

Kalidasa’s description of Dilipa as a king is quite charming and
the following description of Dilipa’s journey to Vasistha’s hermit-
age is exquisite:
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Seated in one chariot that rumbled on with a deep and
pleasant sound, like the Airavat and lightning occupying a
cloud in the season of rains.

But scanty retinue was theirs, lest they disturb the hermit-
age; and yet such their peculiar splendour, an army seemed
to surround them.

Breezes that were gratifying in their touch played over
them, fragrant with the exudations of the Sala tree, scat-
tering flower-dust and gently shaking the groves of trees.
Listening to the cries of peacocks that lifted up their heads
at the sound of the chariot-wheel, the cries that charmed
the mind, that answered to the SadJa note and were broken
twice in utterance.

Seeing the likeness of each other’'s eyes in the pairs of
deers, that had withdrawn not far from the way and had
fixed their gaze on the chariot.
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At times raising up their faces at the Sarasa birds, who

sweetly warbled, and by flying together in a line seemed to

form a garland at the archway without supporting pillars.
— Canto L. 36-41

And again:
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Smelling the fragrance of lotuses in the ponds — a fra-
grance that was sweet as their own breath, and was cooled
by the ruffling wavelets.
Questioning the old herdsmen, who came with presents of
fresh butter, of the names of forest trees on the way.
And a nameless grace was theirs as onwards they moved,
clad in bright raiment, like the moon with Chitra beaming,
when the mists have rolled away.

— Canto 1. 43, 45-46
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RAGHU
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At the right moment, she who was comparable to Saci
(Indra’s wife), gave birth to a son whose glorious fortune
was indicated by five planets occupying high places, and
far removed from the Sun, as regal power gives birth to in-
exhaustible treasures through its triple means. And at that
moment, the quarters brightened up, and the winds blew
gently, while the fire with the flames curling towards the
south accepted oblations; all augured happiness: the birth
of such as these brings good to all mankind.

— Canto III.13-14

When we come to assess the importance of Raghu, to whom
the name Raghuvamsam owes its origin, we find that in the po-
et’s estimate, Raghu, long before being crowned as a king, had
attained prominence because of his unique personality and prow-
ess, even during the life-time of Dilipa himself, when he was
conferred the title of Yuvaraja (the crown prince) by the king
himself. Dilipa, it is specifically stated by the poet, became more
irresistible than ever because of Raghu’s prowess who happened
to be his great asset:
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Vibhavasuh sarathineva vayuna ghanavyapayena gabhastimaniva
Babhuva tenatitaram suduhsahah kataprabhedena kariva
parthivah

As fire because of its helpmate the wind, or the sun by the
dispersion of clouds, or an elephant by the opening of its
temple, so by him the king became more irresistible than
ever.

— Canto III. 37

What is more significant is that he was appointed by his illustri-
ous father to protect the sacrificial horse meant for completion of
one hundred sacrifices comparable to Indra known as Satakratu
(one who has completed one hundred sacrifices). Dilipa com-
pleted ninety-nine sacrifices with the help of Raghu and his com-
rade-princes. The last sacrifice, however, could not be complet-
ed unhindered, simply because the sacrificial horse was carried
away by Indra in disguise who was afraid of being superseded by
Dilipa. And then a fierce fight ensued between Indra and Raghu,
as expected, for Indra was adamant in his decision to obstruct
the last sacrifice in order to protect his title ‘Satakratu’ meant to
be applied uniquely to Indra and Indra alone. The poet, while
describing the fight between Raghu and Indra, has highlighted
the valour of Raghu by depicting him as “"Kumara vikramah” i.e.,
one who is as brave as Kumara or Kartikeya, who himself is an
exemplar of heroism:
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And now ensued a fierce fight between them who strove
for the mastery, their arrows hurtling upwards and down-
wards, like so many fierce-looking winged serpents, while
the siddhas and the soldiers stood by. Nor could Indra,
even with a ceaseless shower of missiles, repress him who
possessed such irresistible fire, just as a cloud is unable to
extinguish the lightning-fire released from itself.”

— Canto III. 57-58

In the end, Indra was pleased with the heroism of Raghu:

T4 yrereaRriveg? faueram ey awgus |
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However, Indra was pleased with his great heroism, who
for long stood in a state of hostility, a state made terrible

by the use of weapons: for indeed virtues find access ev-
erywhere [even in the mind of an enemy].

— Canto III. 62

And then, in the words of the poet, when Raghu was asked by

Indra to speak out what was in his mind:

50

Then putting back the arrow which was not wholly drawn
out of the quiver, and which by its golden feathers made
his fingers radiant, the sweet-voiced prince made answer
to the king of the gods. .
O Lord, if you think that the horse cannot be restored, then
let my father, who is hallowed by constant vows, be blessed
with the entire fruit of the sacrifice, as if the rite were con-
cluded in the proper manner.

— Canto III. 64-65
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Indra granted this boon to Raghu, and because of Raghu, as
a matter of fact, the entire fruit of the sacrifice accrued to Dilipa
as a boon although the last one was practically interrupted by
Indra himself. Raghu knew fully well that it was not a full-fledged
victory on his part, and yet he was to be satisfied on the practi-
cal level because circumstance demanded it. The point to be
noted here is Raghu’s heroism itself, irrespective of the outcome
of the fight in the end; it was nevertheless Raghu's victory, for
Indra had to acknowledge Raghu’s valour and grant him the boon
which virtually was a fulfillment of the wish of Dilipa through
Raghu’s unique heroism.

Raghu’s ascension to the throne after Dilipa is described
thus:

H T I & SfquEnEe a9 |
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Succeeding to the kingdom made over to him by his father,
he shone more brilliantly like fire which at the end of the day
received lustre imparted to it by the sun.

Again,:
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And the earth, whom although worthy kings from Manu

onwards had enjoyed, yet wooed him as though she never
had loved before.
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And by his virtues exceeding those of his father, he made
his subjects feel less keenly (the retirement of) his father,
as when the fruit appears the mango’s blossom is scarce
remembered.”
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And the wealth of his fame seemed dispersed in rows of
swans, in clusters of stars and in lakes with lotuses.
The female keepers of the rice-fields sitting in the thick
shade of sugar canes sang his fame which was due to his
virtues beginning from the story of his life as a child.

—Cantolv. 1,7,9, 19-20

This shows the unique greatness of Raghu as a king, surpass-
ing both the past ones and the contemporaries available during
his time; it is therefore no wonder that the entire treatise is

named after him as Raghuvamsam.

In this context, the poet has also pointed to Raghu’s illumina-
tion in so far as he is described as invariably choosing the path

of fairness instead of the unfair ones:
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nayavidbhirnave rajni sadasaccopadarsitam
pirva evabhavatpaksastasminnabhavaduttarah

Men learned in state politics taught him both fair and unfair
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ways (of strategy); but he always chose the former and
never the latter alternative.

— Canto IV. 10

About such genuine heroes, the Gita says, they are really
sthitadhi or sthitaprajia i.e., whose mind is well balanced while
othersthatare puffed up by their achievement are really ahamkara
vimadhatma or are bewildered by their egoistic vanity.

Regarding Raghu’s digvijaya (conquest of all four quarters), it
would be sufficient to point out that he came out victorious wher-
ever he went in different directions, East, West, North and South.
We find beautiful and elaborate descriptions from the poet de-
picting Raghu’s most memorable conquests all over India; Canto
IV of Raghuvamsam is full of these beautiful descriptions of the
conquest by Raghu, most of them richly suggestive and highly
imaginative, the actual content of which is meant to highlight
the heroism of Raghu and his army. Some examples are given
below:
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rajobhih syandanodhditairgajaiécha ghanasannibhaih
bhuvastalam iva vyoma kurvan vyoma iva bhitalam

...With the dust raised by the chariots and with elephants
looking like clouds, he seemed to make the sky look like the

earth, and the earth look like the sky.
— Canto IV. 29

sa senam mahatim karsanpirvasagaragaminim
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babhau harjatabhrastam gangamiva bhagirathah

Leading his large army to the Eastern Ocean, he appeared
like Bhagiratha leading the Ganges that had slipped from
the matted lock (of Siva).

— Canto IV. 32
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Those who bowed down before his lotus-feet and who were
(on that account) reinstated after having been first ejected,
honoured Raghu by presenting him with their wealth, like
paddy-plants which yield their fruit when they are trans-
planted after having been first uprooted.

— Canto IV. 37
RS a=mq 9 e @iy |
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The Sun himself glows dim in the south, but even there the
Pandya princes could not resist Raghu’s might.

— Canto IV.49

Again, take the following description:

TGP 7 FTANAAH ||
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The dust raised by his army replaced the saffron powder in
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the hair of the Kerala ladies who in their fear had put aside
their ornaments.

— Canto 1V. 54
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He could not bear the flush of wine upon the lotus-faces of
the Yavana ladies, just as the gathering of untimely clouds
the tender light of the morning sun upon the lotuses.

— Canto IV. 61

It is noteworthy, even amidst such highly imaginative descrip-
tions of the poet, that Raghu is shown to be a king having a bal-
anced attitude with illumination and a sense of harmony pervad-
ing his entire invasion; though an unconquerable hero, he was
bereft of pride or greed for others’ territory. The poet is quite
suggestive in this regard, when he points out that:
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grhitapratimuktasya sa dharmavijayt nrpah
$riyam mahendranathasya jahara na tu medinim

Conquering in the cause of righteousness, Raghu took
away the royal prowess but not the domains of the Lord of
Mahendra who was first captured and later on released.

— Canto 1V. 43
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It is to be noted further that on returning from his conquests,
Raghu performs the Visvajit sacrifice in which everything one
possesses is given away.

g favafraarts a5l Faaaoy |
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sa visvajitamajahe yajiarh sarvasvadaksinam
adanam hi visargaya satam varimucamiva

He (after his conquest was over) performed the Visvajit
sacrifice in which everything one possesses is gifted away.
The good, like clouds, draw up (wealth, water) only that
they might give away.

— Canto IV. 86

What is still more astonishing about Raghu is that even after
virtually becoming a pauper on account of the Viévajit sacrifice,
where one is required to give all one’s wealth away as daksina
(gift), he took every care not to disappoint Kautsa, who had
come to him for financial help in order to pay the fee required by
his preceptor, Varatantu. Raghu, being reduced to pauperhood
through the Visvajit sacrifice, was of course under no obligation
whatsoever to fulfil the wishes of Kautsa but the king’s personal-
honour being at stake, he got the wealth from Kubera, the lord
of Kailasa, and offered the same to Kautsa. As a matter of fact,
it was offered to him by Kubera himself, whom he desired to
conquer by force:

... Raghu, on his part, seeing that the wealth of the earth
had all been drained, now desired to wrest it from Kubera.

At dawn, when he was making ready to set forth, his trea-
sure-keepers wonderingly told him how from the sky a show-
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er of gold fell into the very inside of the treasure-house.
— Canto V. 26, 29

Kautsa’'s blessings bestowed Raghu with a son, who was
named Aja. As the son was born in the early morning hours,
known as Brahma’s hour, he was named Aja (unborn, existing
from all eternity), after Brahman himself (Canto V. 36). What
is most significant however about the great hero, viz., Raghu,
is that he had not only conquered all his opponents during his
youth and established his kingdom without any rival, he also took
to sannyasa in the last stage of his life and conquered the triple
constituents of matter (gunatraya) for attaining balance and ul-
timately attained the summum bonum (highest good) through
yogic practices (VIII.21)
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AJA

When we come to a description of Aja, in the Raghuvamsa,
we find that he is regarded as a replica of Raghu, in almost all
respects.
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He had the same powerful figure, the same valour, and
the same inborn loftiness; the son, did not differ from his
father, as a lamp does not differ from the lamp from which
it is kindled.

— Canto V. 37

This is quite significant, because it shows that Aja was a wor-
thy descendant of Raghu.

Thenwe find an elaborate and beautiful description of Indumati
swayamvara (the marriage ceremony of the princess Indumati
where she was supposed to select her husband) in the sixth
canto, where we find Indumati, the most beautiful daughter of
the King of Vidarbha, making her choice of Aja as the lord of her
love and life amidst the most eligible suitors. Aja was so hand-
some and attractive that in the lofty hall, where Indumati was to
make her choice, other suitors immediately lost hope about their
own success in winning over Indumati, when “they saw Aja who
seemed the God of Love, restored to his original form by Siva,
who had yielded to Rati’s prayers.” (VI.2)

The poet’s description of Aja at the swayamvara:
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By a well-arranged stairway he mounted to the dais that
the King of Vidarbha assigned to him, as ascends a lion’s
cub over rocky ledges to gain a mighty mountain-summit.

Then as he sat down on a jewelled throne spread with rich-
hued tapestry, he very much resembled Karttikeya in his
splendour, when the latter mounts his peacock.”

— Canto VI. 3-4
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Raghu’s son alone shone by his lustre amid those kings
who were seated on gorgeous thrones, and were attired
in splendid robes, as shines the Parijata amongst Heaven’s
trees.

— Canto VI. 6

This undoubtedly speaks of the most beautiful and harmonious
physical features of Aja. This typical harmony of features in Aja
becomes conspicuous when the poet points out that after com-
ing near Raghu’s son, i.e., Aja, Indumati stopped from going any
further, for Aja was flawless in all his limbs sarvavayavanavadya
(VI.69). And then we see what Sunanda, the lady escort of
Indumati, has to say in praise of their anticipated union — the
union of Aja with Indumati which is supposed to be an ideal
one:

T I JFT A [OIGT FEAGTATe
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Choose him, thy peer in lineage, beauty, youth and in all
virtues of which modesty is the chief; let the gem be set
in gold.

— Canto VI. 79

Here again, there is a definite indication of an anticipated
union in case of Aja and Indumati which is likely to be the most
befitting and harmonious in all respects. My point here is that the
entire episode of the union of Aja-Indumati, lays specific empha-
sis on harmony and beauty that lasted throughout their conjugal
life, which unfortunately was cut short by an accidental death of
Indumati in her prime of youth after the birth of Dasaratha.

There is also an elaborate description of heroic exploits of
Aja displayed during his return journey along with Indumati af-
ter marriage, when he was obstructed on his way by the kings
who were angry, because of being deprived of Indumati. A fierce
battle ensues between them; Aja strewed the battle-field with
his enemies’ heads severed from their neck by his bhalla (a kind
of arrow). At the end, the prince struck, with his sleep-inducing
missile, the entire army of his foes, thus compelling them to go
to sleep.
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Then, with the blood-stained points of his darts he wrote
letters on their banners: ‘Raghu’s son now has taken from
you your glory, but has spared your lives out of mercy.’

— Canto VII. 65
As if this was not enough of humiliation for his enemies, he
also drew the attention of his newly wed bride, Indumati, to his

own valour with avid interest in the following words:
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Look, Vaidarbhi (O daughter of the king of Vidarbha), — I
give you leave — look at these our foes; even infant hands
may seize their weapons, it is with such feats of war that
they seek to win thee from my hands!

— Canto VII. 67

This speaks also of a sense of humour in Aja as well as his
desire to show his heroism to his newly wedded wife, Indumati,
who in turn appreciated the valour of her newly wedded husband,
not directly, but through the lips of her maids, as she was herself
overpowered with bashfulness. (VII. 69) The harmonious blend-
ing of heroism of the bridegroom with the charming response
by the bride created a beautiful scenario with the background of
the sleeping army of the foes. Then he set his left foot upon the
heads of the enemy kings and carried away his flawless bride,
Indumati. The utter humiliation of his foes at his hands shows
the natural valour of Aja who was compared to a lion’s cub. He,
however, spared the lives of those kings who in a humiliated
condition were overwhelmed by sleep induced by his missile; this
speaks of his compassionate nature too.

Immediately on his return, his coronation as the king follows
with the approval of his father, Raghu. Here, again, the poet
refers to the ideal character of Aja, when the kingdom comes to
him unsought, for what sons of other kings seek to make their
own even by unfair means, Aja accepted that kingdom only as a
gift from his father, Raghu, without any lust for enjoyment:

R FITEETa~ JeEa & adq |
dguiadRiies fUqusa 7 YrgomE | |

61



Illumination, Heroism and Harmony

What sons of Kings seek to make their own by wrong, Aja
took when come to him unsought, at the behest of his fa-
ther, and not because he lusted after enjoyment.

— Canto VIII. 2.

Once again his greatness as a hero, even after the acquisition
of the kingdom from his father, becomes evident when the poet
describes his invincibility as a king:
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“Thus when his preceptor, who was deep-learned in Atharva
texts, had performed the rites for his installation, he be-
came irresistible to his foes: as the union of Wind and Fire
are sacred lore to the glory of weapons.”

— Canto VIIIL 4

However, what is significant about Aja is that there was a har-
monious blending of power with a high sense of practical com-
monsense displayed by him when he adopted the middle course
in subjugating other kings:
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Not over-harsh, nor yet too lenient, he followed the middle
course, and humbled the kings without uprooting them like
the wind the trees. '

— Canto VIII.9

There was a great benevolence as it were in Aja’s governance
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as a king, for in the words of the poet:
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"Two things alone shone more bright when joined with
the auspicious two: His father’s prosperous state with Aja
and Aja’s fresh youth with his modesty. The long-armed
[prince] enjoyed the newly-wedded Earth with tender love,
like a newly married bride, lest she should be dismayed.
Everyone of his subjects thought 'It is me the King loves
best’, for he scorned none amongst them, like the Ocean
none scorning amongst his hundred streams.

— Canto VIII. 6-8.

This is indeed a rare virtue in Aja which is highlighted here by
the poet. Again:
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He used his power to free the oppressed from fear, and his
vast learning to honour the learned: thus not merely his
wealth but his virtues alike this monarch used for other’s
good.

— Canto VIII. 31
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This speaks highly of Aja as a king endowed with rare virtues
not only of the great, but also of the good men. Kalidasa, in his
Meghaditam, also points out, “the belongings of good men are
meant to alleviate the sufferings of the oppressed, who need
their protection”.® Here was a great hero who was intrinsically
a good man too, with a happy and a fruitful conjugal life, for
Indumati gave birth to a heroic son, Dasaratha, who was to at-
tain glory later as the father of Sri Rama. This happy conjugal life
of Aja and Indumati, however, came to a sudden and unexpected
end during the prime of their youth, when a wreath of heavenly
flowers hung at the top of the lute of Narada, passing through
the sky, fell accidentally on Indumati’s breast while she was with
her Lord, Aja, enjoying together in a city-park. This was most
unfortunate indeed, but what is more significant is that it was a
final turning point in Aja’s otherwise glorious and happy life. Aja
ceased to be himself since that most unfortunate incident and
there was a thorough and final disruption in his life-style from
that moment — how great was Aja’s loss in Indumati’s sudden
demise! It was an ideally harmonious conjugal life the couple had
before this sad and unexpected separation of one from the other
through death. This harmony was so subtle, so refined, and on
a higher plane that, once disturbed could not be restored again.
In Aja’s lamentation, immediately after the sad demise of his be-
loved queen, Indumati, as described by the poet with exquisite
poetic skill, becomes quite evident to the readers:

Even his inborn firmness broke and in tear-choked words he
(deeply) mourned (her): when even iron melts with intense
heat, how much more must human beings? (VIII.43)
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If even flowers suffice to cut short life by contact with the
limbs, then what else may not serve as instrument for Fate
when He seeks to slay?

Or by tender means alone does Death destroy a tender life;
the lotus plant destroyed by the shower of frost strikes me
as the first illustration of this.

If this wreath can destroy life, how does it, even when
placed upon my heart, not kill me? Ah! Even poison turns
into nectar, or nectar into poison through the will of God.

— Canto VIII. 44-46

Aja wails in grief and expresses his utter helplessness at the
sad and untimely demise of his beloved queen, for in losing her,
he has lost everything and in tear-choked words that expressed
his utter despair, thus:
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My firmness is broken, my joy sped, music is stilled (for
me), the season has lost its charm, ornaments are now vain
and my couch henceforth lies desolate.
The mistress of my home, counsellor, the friend of my in-
timate moments, a loved pupil in all the fine arts: tell me
what relentless Death has not taken away from me, in be-
reaving me of thee?

— Canto VIII. 66-67
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Now nothing is left for Aja to be consoled with; life has be-
come a void for him in the absence of Indumati.

Aja’s expressions of wailing are so pathetic that they can be
compared, if at all, with the wailings of Rati in Kumarasambhavam,
Canto IV, when she was also unexpectedly deprived of her Love-
Lord, Madana (Cupid), as he was reduced to ashes by fire origi-
nating from the third eye of Lord Siva on account of His wrath at
being disturbed during penance.

There was an end to Aja’s enjoyment once for all, for Indumati
was really the centre of all enjoyments for Aja who was never
allured by any other source (VIII. 69). As a matter of fact, Aja’s
death was expedited by this sad and untimely demise of his be-
loved queen, for the message of wisdom coming from his precep-
tor to console him in different ways on this occasion could not
find a footing in Aja’s grief-stricken heart. The poet writes:
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Sorrow’s dart, they say, forcibly broke his heart, as a shoot
of the fig-tree does the palace top; and in his eagerness to

join his beloved, he considered even that cause of the end
of his life, which physicians could not cure, as a gain.

— Canto VIII. 93

It is difficult to imagine a better picture of conjugal love and
harmony than that of Aja and his beloved queen, Indumati.

Regarding this canto a commentator has the following to
say:
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This Canto is probably the best and the most widely read
of all the cantos in Raghuvamsa... The lamentation of Aja
stands unrivalled in the simplicity of language and depth of
pathos...There is almost an absence of any studied effort
on the part of the poet to produce any word effect, and the
flow of language is unimpeded and natural. Altogether this
canto clearly reveals Kalidasa at his hest.?
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RAMA

In Raghuvamsam, Rama stands before us as a colossal figure,
in whom the lofty qualities of the descendants of the solar race
have reached their culmination. He is the epitome of dharma,
it is rightly said, a model for others to follow, in whom hero-
ism, harmony, and illumination, all these virtues, find their best
manifestation.

In the Raghuvamsam, Canto X, in the very beginning, the poet
mentions how Lord Visnu, whom the gods, tortured by the tyr-
anny of Ravana, approached for a respite, promised to them that
he would take birth as Dasaratha’s son, specifically for this pur-
pose, and would destroy Ravana. By the time when Raghuvamsa
was composed, it must have been a confirmed belief, that Rama
was an avatara or incarnation of Lord Visnu, although it is also
a fact that the human qualities and virtues of Rama were never
lost sight of. In the original Ramayana, composed by the Adikavi
Valmiki, although there are some references to Rama being
Visnu’s incarnation, the emphasis from the very beginning is on
Rama as the best of all human beings. Valmiki asks Narada if
there is any one in the contemporary world who is endowed with
the best of human virtues enumerated one by one by Valmiki
himself, and the reply comes forthwith from Narada that certainly
there is one such model of a man, Rama by name, born to the
Iksvaku dynasty, who fulfils the criteria specified by the poet,
and possesses all those virtues that are indeed very rare.°

Now coming to Raghuvamsam, we find that the virtue of
equanimity has been highlighted in Rama by the poet, which
speaks highly of his illumined mind. Regarding Rama'’s exploits
and valour there cannot be any second opinion, of course, as
is evident from his slaying of Tataka at an early age under the
guidance of the sage Viswamitra and his heroic exploits with
Siva’s bow in Mithila where he won in marriage, Janakanandini,

68



Selected episodes from Raghuvamsam: Rama

the daughter of the illustrious king, Janaka, through his prowess.
Kalidasa has very aptly drawn our attention to this fact:
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While Rama was (still) wearing a boy’s dark curls, there
came Kausika to beg him from the King to quell disturbance
in his sacrifice. For in the high-spirited (heroes) age is not
regarded.

— Canto XI. 1

This is sufficient to indicate the valour of Rama manifested
even in his early age. But his illumined spirit was no less manifest
in his youth when his coronation ceremony was first announced
and subsequently cancelled. He had to forsake the kingdom out
of respect for the earlier vow of his revered father to grant two
boons to Kaikeyi, the mother of Bharata. It was Kaikeyi who
asked for the banishment of Rama to the forest for fourteen
years and the kingdom for Bharata instead. Kalidasa points out
that the people of Ayodhya amazingly noted a rare equanimity
on Rama'’s face when first he wore the auspicious silken robes for
coronation and then later put on the bark garments for going to
the forest in order to fulfill the vow made by his revered father,
Dasaratha:
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“Amazed, the people remarked his unchanging aspect, both
when he wore the holy silken robes and when the bark
dress.”

— Canto XII. 8
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An unparalleled and unique illumination maintaining a rare
balance at the advent of prosperity followed by dire adversity
— naturally remind us of the characteristics of a sthitaprajna
(one whose intellect is unruffled amidst changes) in our hoary
tradition, as is envisaged in the Bhagavadgita.3 No wonder that
such an ideal personality should find a firm footing in the heart
of every good man. This is what is suggested by the poet in the
next stanza, where Kalidasa points out that:
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sa Sita Laksmanasakhah satyadgurumalopayan
vivesa dandkaranyam pratyekam ca satam manah

With Laksmana and Sita for companions, helping his re-
vered father not to deviate from truth, [Rama] he entered
the Dandaka forest, and the heart of every good man.

— Canto XII. 9

Coming to the heroic exploits of Rama at Dandaka forest,
when he was attacked by Khara and other demons, after the in-
sult extended to Sidrpanakha, Ravana’s sister, on account of her
becoming furious at being rejected by both Rama and Laksmana
in her lustful advances, we find the description of the poet in this
regard as:
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True, Rama was alone while the demons numbered thou-
sands; yet in the fight they saw him equal to their own
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number.
— Canto XII. 45

This implies that Rama was so swift in his movements that
he seemed to be opposite every one of them or he appeared to
them as having assumed so many varieties of forms. Such was
Rama’s prowess in the battle field, which reached its climax in his
direct fight with Ravana, the great king of Lanka. The foe in this
case was not an ordinary warrior; he had conquered the world’s
guardians, had worshipped Lord Siva by making an offering of
his heads, and had also poised aloft the Kailasa mountain. It is
therefore appropriate that Rama should highly esteem his foe
because of his extraordinary status. The poet describes:

That fight between Rama and Ravana, in which after a long
time their valour found scope for their mutual encounter,
seemed not in vain.

— Canto XII. 87

Rama’s Love for Sita and for Nature,

Sita was a woman of rare beauty and character, and without a
reference to her the Ramayana cannot even be conceived of.

As is evident from the poet’s description in Canto XIII, Rama'’s
romanticism is manifested after the battle with his great foe,
Ravana, is over, and he is on his way back to Ayodhya in Puspaka
(the aerial car) along with Sita. We find, in Kalidasa’s description,
Rama, as being endowed with an aesthetic and poetic apprecia-
tion of harmony and beauty, both external and internal. Rama’s
entire life-time is, of course, well-known for his emphasis on
harmonious living governed by the idea of dharma which gave
him the impetus to forsake with equanimity the kingdom even on
the eve of his coronation as King of Ayodhya, but it is also note-
worthy that Rama’s emphasis on harmony is no less visible in his
appreciation of the beauty of Nature as well as the beauty of his
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wife, Sita, an epithome of the best womanly virtues.

Kalidasa describes in the following stanza from Raghuvamsam,
XIII.15., where Rama points out to Sita, who is seated with him
in the Puspaka, the rare beauty of the sea-shore abounding in
the dark Tamala and palm trees. The ocean looks from afar like
an iron wheel, and the dark shore-line as a streak of rust gath-
ered along with the edge of that wheel. Very beautiful imagery,
indeed, which shows the rare beauty of the slender shore-line,
blue-hued because of Tamala and Palm-forests. In the next verse
)XIII.16), Rama was flying over a region full of Ketaka plants in
blossom and the pollen of the flowers had been wafted by the
breeze onto Sita’s face. Rama gallantly remarks:
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O long-eyed One, the breeze from the shore beautifies thy
face with the dust of the Ketaka, as if it knows how I, in my
longing to taste thy bimba like lips, am impatient of the loss
of time that decoration may take.

— Canto XIII. 16

Let us cite here some other beautiful descriptions of this ideal
couple, given by the great poet, which are contrary to the mod-
ern impression in some quarters that Rama was perhaps not
an ideal husband and the image of Sita represented as a mere
weakling weeping under the Asoka tree in Larnka. Take the verse
20 in Canto XIII, where Rama displays how sensitive he is about
the mid-day sun afflicting his beloved whose beautiful face is
perspiring under the scorching heat.
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This breeze from heaven, scented with the ichor of great
Indra’s elephant, and cooled by contact with the waves of
the triple-streamed Ganges, wipes from thy brows those
drops that mid-day heat has raised.

What a beautiful scene between an ideal lover and his be-
loved, Rama and Sita! Again take the description of Rama recall-
ing before Sita, their stay in Panchavati:_
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This Pancavati, where thou, though slender-waisted, didst
rear the young mango with water poured from a jar, and
where the black antelopes have raised their heads, gives
delight to my mind as I see it after a long time. I recall
how, returning from chase by Godavari’s stream, I rested
my head in thy lap and slept in the privacy of the bower
of reeds, while the breezes from the waves removed my
fatigue.”

— Canto XIII.34-35

Rama enjoying a sound sleep in Pancavati after completing his
chase in the lap of Sita in privacy and speaking about the same
in retrospect, on their way back to Ayodhya in the Puspaka (the
aerial car) is a very beautiful episode. It speaks of an uninter-
rupted mutual love for each other expressive of perfect harmony
in an otherwise disturbed conjugal life of Rama and Sita both on
account of sudden banishment from Ayodhya to the forest and
also because of abduction of Sita by Ravana.

The same perfect rapport between each other becomes evi-
dent when Rama is narrating to Sita, on his return journey, about
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his deeply felt misery near the Malyavan mountain range when
he was rendered bereft of her company, on her abduction by
Ravana. Rama points out from the aerial car the sky-kissing peak
of Malyavanta hills, and tells Sita about his pathetic condition in
her absence as follows:
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This is that glade, where in my search of thee, I found an

anklet dropped, which seemed to be struck dumb with sor-
row at separation from thy lotus-foot.
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Ah, timid one! These creepers unable to speak, yet pitying,
showed me the path, by which the Rakshasa had borne
thee, with their branches the leaves of which were bent.
The deer too, neglecting the sprouts of Darbha grass,
taught me, who knew not the way thou hadst gone, by di-
recting their eyes, with their upturned lashes, in the south-
ern direction.

Here before us appears the sky-kissing peak of Malyavat,
whereon the clouds dropped fresh rain and I tears, for loss
of thee, at the same time.

There, reft of thee, the scent of puddles struck by rain-
showers, the Kadamba flowers with filaments half-opened
and the melodious tones of the peacock became unbear-
able to me.

O timid one (bhiru), remembering thy embrace, accompa-
nied by tremor, erstwhile enjoyed by me, I could scarce en-
dure the rumble of clouds here resounding from its caves.
Where the beauty of thy eyes, that were red by the smoke
from the marriage-fire, as imitated by the fresh Kandali
flowers whose buds were fully opened by contact with the
vapours exhaled by the shower-drenched earth, afflicted
me.

Here, my love, I fondly gazed on pairs of unseparated
Cakravaka birds that gave to each other the filaments of
lotus, while I stood so far removed from thee.

— Canto XIII. 23-29,31

Here Kalidasa has described vividly the pathos of the separa-
tion of Rama from Sita and paints a picture of the happy and the
ideally harmonious conjugal love of Rama and Sita in spite of
their untimely separation from each other.

Was Sita really “timid” after all, as the epithet “bhiru” indi-
cates in the above stanza, or is it simply a term of endearment
used by Rama? It is my humble submission that the latter is the
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truth in the present case, not the former; it is rather the deep
love and protective instinct of Rama that caused his beloved wife
to behave timidly before him (and even when she was away from
him) in order to elicit more of the intense love from her consort,
whom she had followed to the forest out of sheer love, not out
of compulsion.

The above interpretation seems to stand to reason when we
find Rama using the term “candi” (the fierce one) also with the
same fervour and sincerity in case of Sita, when he finds:
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The cloud, touched by thy hand, stretched through the lat-
tice in curiosity, O fierce one, seems to offer thee a second
bracelet of the ring of lightning manifested from it.

— Canto XIII. 21

Here also the term “"Candi” is a term of endearment; although
it indicates here the dignity of Sita to whom it is addressed. The
entire episode here also speaks of Rama’s deeply caring attitude
towards Sita and also of Rama’s high degree of sensitivity to her
exceptional beauty which is enhanced by her hand coming into
contact with the cloud and lightning.

What is the most significant point, however, to note regarding
Sita in her relationship to her most loving and caring consort is
that she was not only physically attractive and the most befitting
partner in her various love-plays with Rama, she was also not a
weakling or timid. She was really an ideal woman of strong char-
acter who rejected outright the unlawful and unethical advances
of Ravana, the undisputed hero of Lanka, for carnal pleasures with
her. This theme was highlighted by the Adikavi Valmiki himself in
his Ramayana, particularly in the Sundarakanda, and Kalidasa in
his highly suggestive style has referred to this theme also very
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clearly in half a stanza when Bharata meets and bows at the holy
feet of Sita, at the end of Canto XIII of Raghuvamsam.

My point is that she was not at all timid (bhiru) in any ordi-
nary sense, not even when she is seen clinging to Rama’s lap at
the threatening from Sdrpanakha in Raghuvamsam X11.38, which
only speaks of her unique personality in completely surrendering
to the will of her Lord out of sheer love for him; even an expres-
sion of fear on the part of such a loving one can elicit the loveli-
est form of expression from her doting husband in extending his
requisite loving protection. A significant description is given to
us about Sita, when the poet suggestively points out how Maruti
i.e., Hanuman first saw her:
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Searching through Lanka, he found Sita encircled by the
demonesses, like the life-giving plant (mahausadhi) being
clasped on all sides by poisonous creepers.

— Canto XII. 61

Here the implication is that Sita was not at all affected by or
afraid of the demonesses in any way. As a matter of fact, the
simile of mahausadhi or the life giving plant in Sita’s context
reminds us of Valmiki Ramayana, Sundarakanda, where Ravana
is admonished by her, without any fear whatsoever in her mind,
to follow the principles of sadhudharma (the principles of con-
duct which are followed by good men), vis a vis, Raksasadharma
(principles of the demons that take into account only their own
typical self-interest at the cost of all others). Comparison of Sita
with a life-giving plant amidst poisonous creepers in the form of
demonesses by Kalidasa naturally calls to the mind of the reader
her astonishingly exemplary conduct, bereft of any fear whatso-
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ever, in front of Ravana in the Asoka grove, as depicted in Valmiki
Ramayana.

Here it might be of interest to make a little excursion into the
valmiki Ramayana, for an elaborate description of Sita’s spiri-
tual strength before which Ravana must have been flabbergast-
ed in his encounter with her, which Kalidasa has referred to in
Raghuvamsam XII1.78, with great dexterity only in half a stanza
in his inimitable style. Ravana tries to exert pressure on her in
different ways. He even goes to the extent of speaking about
svadharma (the principle of the Raksasas) in justification of his
most heinous crime of abduction as follows:

Svadharmo Raksasam bhiru sarvadaiva na samsayah,
Gamanam va parastrinam haranam sampramathya va.3?

What has Sita got to say to such a shameless justification
advanced with an apparent scholarly dignity by Ravana in favour
of his heinous conduct, which amounts to something like the
Devil quoting the scriptures? She rejects Ravana’s justification
outright, of course, but not by a mere fiat, but by sound reason-
ing. Sita points out that svadharma, as envisaged by Ravana, is
not a sddhudharma (good conduct) and is therefore not worthy
of being practised. Mark her words:

Sadhu dharmamaveksasva sadhu sadhuvratam cara,
Yatha tava tathanyesam raksya dara nisacara.?

You, O Ravana, should follow the principles of good con-
duct, by protecting women of other races too as much as
you are protective of women of your race.

What is most important for Sita is dharma that respects the
dignity of others as much as it respects one’s own (Yatha tava
tathanyesam,— these words are highly suggestive). Justice can
be ensured only if an equal treatment is meted out to people
according to their deserts, irrespective of the situation of belong-
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ing to one’s own clan or to others, which is irrespective of caste,
creed, or birth in a particular race, etc. The concept of fairness,
as Rawls** has pointed out,is fundamental to justice. And this
idea of fairness is inherent in the notion of sadhudharma, as
envisaged by Sita while advising Ravana in the most uncongenial
circumstance. Sita’s point was that women of an alien race also
ought to be protected by Ravana, the king of kings, no less than
his own women. The implication of this is important and far-
reaching. Even in those days, Sita was single handedly fighting
both rationally and ethically and was pleading for women'’s rights,
irrespective of their caste, creed or race before Ravana, the most
powerful king of the time, on the grounds of a general principle
of conduct which she designated as sddhudharma. This is how
Sita with an astounding sensibility for high moral principles met
Ravana’s argument in support of svadharma, which was really
an argument in favour of adharma, in the ASoka grove where
she was imprisoned by him. It is still more astounding how she
conducts herself in the presence of the great abductor, Ravana. I
will draw the attention of the serious students of Ramayana only
to two different lines in the same context:

Trnamantaratah krtiva pratyuvaca Sucismita

Ravanam prsthatah krtva bhuyo vacanamabravit.”
(Sundarakanda, XXI.)

A small blade of grass made to serve as a screen at times,
and at other times talking with Ravana with her back towards
him, these were the strategies adopted by her to avoid Ravana
the great, who was so very despicable from her point of view.
This speaks of the unusual dignity of Sita in face of adversity.
Her aversion and indifference for the abductor in spite of all his
prosperity, wealth and power are evident from the above lines.
She was no doubt distressed because of her separation from
Rama and yet she was mentally perfectly alert. Spiritual strength
of an unusual variety and depth should tell on, rather shatter,
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the nerves of anyone who has deviated from the righteous path,
and this is what really happened to the great Ravana who had
degraded himself to the lowliest level by abducting the wife of
another person during his absence.

Sita’s unusual strength of character and her absolute faith in
herself were manifest also at the time when she was asked by
Rama to prove her chastity through the fire-ordeal in Lanka in
front of all present including Hanuman.

Sita did not accept her fate and even the orders of Rama
lying down with a supine submissiveness, as is most unfortu-
nately supposed by many. The highest dharma for her, however,
it should be noted, consisted in thinking good of and doing good
to her husband who was her all in all and was himself an incarna-
tion of dharma.

Kalidasa gives expression to the same idea of the spiritual
strength of character in Sita in his typically suggestive style as
follows:
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That adorable pair of Sita's feet, that had kept the rigid
vow of repudiating the supplications of Lanka’s Lord, and
the head of this noble (brother) whose locks were matted
together from his adopting the way of life embraced by his
elder brother, then coming together, sanctified each by the
other.

— Canto XIII. 78

The adorable pair of Sita’s feet, it is noteworthy, had repudi-
ated the supplications of Lanka’s Lord, Ravana, such was the
nature of her firmness in continuing with an unbreakable vow.
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On the other hand, noble Bharata’s vow was also no less great,
for his locks were matted together because of his adoption of the
way of life of his illustrious elder brother. So the poet surmises
that when one came in contact with the other (i.e., when noble
Bharata’s head bowed at the holy feet of Sita on her return from
Lanka), they mutually sanctified each other. What a great revela-
tion indeed, a revelation made available to the readers only be-
cause of the unusual intuitive talent of Kalidasa which could give
a photographic impression, as it were, of this unique event.
When we come to Canto XIV, we find Rama’s sterling charac-
ter glowing in dazzling light, as it were, when he meets mother
Kaikeyi after his return to Ayodhya (a unique meeting, surely):
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Then with hands clasped together, he soothed Kaikeyi's
shame saying, ‘Mother, it is due to thy merit, that our father
did not swerve from truth, that leads to heaven, if only one
thinks (rightly) about it.

— Canto XIV. 16

What a high compliment paid to Kaikeyi, anticipating her em-
barrassment on meeting Rama after his return! This is certainly
the sign of a perfect hero that Rama was, and a genuine effort
on his part not to put even his enemy in an embarrassing situa-
tion. Here it may also be regarded as a conscious effort on the
part of Rama to bring about harmony in the life and thoughts of
mother Kaikeyl and through her to bring about concord in the
entire household too. Sita, almost simultaneously, begs apology
to her two widowed mothers-in-law; by announcing her name,
she bows down to them and says:

Here I am, Sita, destitute of all auspiciousness, a source of
trouble to my husband.
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Immediately by this she wins the hearts of her mothers-in-law
who acknowledge her merit on the other hand by pointing out
that her spotless conduct and life alone had brought her Lord
and his younger brother safely back through great ordeals in the
forest. Here again, there is a restoration of peace and concord
in the household both on account of Sita’s spotless character
and also because of her genuine modesty expressed in front of
her mothers-in-law after her return. With their spotless conduct
and exemplary character, Rama and Sita were a unique couple
indeed!

" Regarding Rama’s ideal type of dealing with all his widowed
mothers, the poet has this to say: On account of his intrinsically
loving disposition, Rama paid equal regard to all his mothers, as
the leader of the heavenly army i.e., Kartikeya had paid equal
regard to all his six mothers (Krttikas).

Regarding his administration as an ideal monarch, its flawless-
ness was evident from the following:
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As he was free from avarice, his subjects became prosper-
ous; as he dispelled their fear of obstacles, they performed
their religious rites, as he corrected them, they had in him
a father; and as he smoothed away their grief, they had in
him a son as well.

— Canto XIV. 23

Now, the prosperity of Ayodhya on all sides described by the
poet during Rama Rajya i.e. Rama’s rule needs to be noted too.
Says the poet:
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Followed by his attendants, the mighty warrior of Raghu’s
race went to the top of his sky-soaring palace in order to
have a look at the delighted Ayodhya. He was delighted
to see Ayodhya highway lined with rich shops, the Sarayu
ploughed by boats and the parks at the skirts of the town
thronged with happy citizens of both the sexes.

— Canto XIV. 30

Sita’s banishment by Rama

The most patheticand unfortunate episode in the Raghuvamsam
occurs where there is a description of Rama hearing with great
concern that the people of Ayodhya were all praise for him ex-
cept for the fact that he had accepted the Queen Sita, although
she had lived in the palace of the Raksasa Ravana for sometime.
For the people of Ayodhya, this was an unpardonable sin on the
part of Rama. Naturally, on hearing this slanderous report, —
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The heart of Vaidehi’s consort (Rama), was as if smitten by
_that slanderous report, imputing foul disgrace to his wife

and therefore unbearable, and broke down like heated iron

when beaten with a sledge-hammer.
— Canto XIV. 33
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Although initially Rama had to face a dilemma, unable to decide
what to do, finally he resolved to banish Sita, though he was sure
of his wife's innocence, as he was convinced that the slander could
not be wiped off by any other means, and the glory of the solar
race had to be valued more than one’s own body and object of
sense. It was Laksmana who obediently carried out Rama’s orders,
and started on his mission to leave Sita near Valmiki's hermitage.

One thing that seems to many quite inexplicable, however, is
as to why this final decision of Rama was kept hidden from his
faithful and beloved wife, Sita, and why Laksmana was asked to
leave his respected sister-in-law near Valmiki’s hermitage under
the pretext of an excursion to see the penance-groves for which
Sita had expressed her longing before her husband. Was it nec-
essary to adopt a course of camouflage in case of a faithful wife
like Sita? But, then why was this course adopted by Rama, the
ideal husband and also an ideal king? On the other hand, does
it not manifest extreme restraint on the part of Rama? Does it
not indicate the exemplary modesty of the husband in restrain-
ing himself from communicating to his beloved wife, since it was
bound to be unbearable to speak something that was bitterest
in his entire life? This can perhaps best be understood by one
who has loved most deeply and yet required to do in regard to
the object of love something most regrettable but unavoidable
on account of the demands of public responsibility that one is
required to discharge.

Rama certainly wanted to prove himself before his subjects to
be an ideal king who was not insensitive to calumny; perhaps, he
wanted to set a typical model for all his subjects to follow, who
would no longer dare to ignore the ideal conduct meant for them
in their daily life too. When Laksmana informed him about the
successful execution of the duty assigned to him for banishing
Sita in the forest, the poet writes about the natural reaction of
Rama to this most unbearable news for him as follows:
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Suddenly Rama shed profuse tears, as the moon in Pausa

(winter season) showers down dew; for on account of the

scandal he had cast his beloved Sita from his home, but not

from his mind.

. — Canto XIV. 84

This speaks greatly of Rama’s deep feelings of tenderness to-
wards his beloved wife and of the profusion of tears that he shed
and also of the fact that Sita was still so very dear to his heart,
although cast away from home on account of the scandal in her
name. Sita was in dire distress after the news of her banishment
was suddenly communicated to her in the forest by Laksmana
himself; let us see what she says to Laksmana at that point:
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Request the mothers-in-law, greeting them from me in due
order: — ‘Pray in your hearts for your son’s progeny that I
bear in my womb.” Next, to the King convey this message
from me: does it beseem thy noble race, that thou forsak-
est me now, at breath of scandal, although my purity was
proved in fire in thy very presence?

— Canto XIV. 60-61

I don't think that there could be an adequately satisfactory re-
ply to this question raised by Sita expressed in her dire distress.
Finally, of course, she was reconciled to her fate, not because she
was a weakling, but again because of her deep love for Rama, for
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she said in the next moment:
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Or rather it was no willing act of thine, towards me, since
thou art so benevolent in thy disposition...
— Canto XIV. 62

This speaks of her illumined mind in the face of adversity. And
then —
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I would have no longer borne this accursed life, all profit-
less to me through endless separation from thee, had not
thy seed, that I bear in my womb, and that must be pre-
served, proved an obstacle.

— Canto XIV. 65

She decides then and there to take recourse to penance
(tapas) after giving birth to the progeny of Rama, so that in the
next life, she may have Rama again for her husband but will
never be separated from him. What depth of love indeed!

Now let us see what Sage Valmiki has to say about Sita’s
banishment by Rama in Raghuvamsam, after his meeting with
Sita near his hermitage. Kalidasa as a matter of fact displays his
own deep feelings in this regard, it seems, through Valmiki who
is made to express the following:

By holy intuition I know that thou art abandoned by thy
husband who was agitated by a false scandal: grieve not
then, O Princess of Videha; thou hast come to thy father’s
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home in a different country. I acknowledge Rama’s great-
ness in view of the fact that he has uprooted Ravana who
was a thorn to the three worlds, he has also been always
true to his vow, and his character is free from any blemish
and yet I am sorrowful for his cruel dealings with you with-
out any reason whatsoever.

— Canto XIV. 72-73

Sita rather comes out with greater glory in this second ordeal
of her banishment much more than when she went through her
first fire-ordeal in the presence of Rama in Larnka. Rama’s nobil-
ity and greatness in remaining faithful to his beloved wife till the
end in spite of all this cannot be undermined or under-estimated
in any way, for he never accepted another woman as his bride
in the absence of Sita and kept an effigy of Sita on his side for
fulfilling the requirements of sacrificial performances. (XIV.87).
Rama was certainly a great king and a faithful husband, too, but
in my opinion, the balance would be slightly tilted in favour of
Sita who is glorious like no one else in the Raghuvamsam.

But at the same time Rama was both an ideal king and also
a loving husband. It is true that he was a loving and protective
husband for his wife, Sita, but unfortunately he had to face a di-
lemma when he heard of the scandalous report about his faithful
wife, and did not know what to do. Finally, he decided in favour
of banishing his pregnant and faithful wife to the forest. Calumny
was the only ground of Sita’s banishment.
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Behold, how dark a blot my act has brought on all the Sun-
descended race, so flawless in its virtue — stock of saintly
Kings — as a cloud-bearing breeze stains a mirror.

I cannot bear this slander, the first of its kind, spreading
wide among my folk, like a drop of oil on waves of water,
even as a mighty elephant hates the post to which he is
tied.”

I know that she is innocent, and yet public opinion, I hold,
prevails: Earth’s shadow cast across the spotless Moon is
held by vulgar minds to be a stain on her.

— Canto XIV. 37-38, 40

Rama went though a really difficult ordeal in this case, and
his greatness both as a faithful husband and as an ideal king re-
mained intact in so far as he decided not to take another woman
as his spouse in place of Sita and also kept an effigy of Sita by
his side, as already referred to, while performing sacrifice, thus
displaying his unflinching devotion to his wife of spotless charac-
ter. Sita, it is to be noted, took it as a matter of great consolation
for herself and somehow bore the grief of unbearable separation
from her beloved husband, on learning about this from different
sources at the hermitage of Valmiki (Canto XIV. 87). However, all
the same, the entire episode shows Rama as king and as husband
torn between two most difficult alternatives. And this existential
problem for Rama, was indeed a hard knot to cut.

After Sita gave birth to her two sons in the hermitage, Kusa
and Lava by name, her sons got adequate training in the hermit-
age under the guidance of the sage Valmiki himself, and became
well-versed and well-trained in singing the Ramayana composed
by Valmiki himself. They are also said to have given their per-
formance before Lord Rama and his brothers. Then Rama, be-
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ing very much impressed by their singing and on learning about
Valmiki being both the composer of Ramayana and the music
teacher of Kusa and Lava both, went to the sage Valmiki along
with his brothers. Here Rama was asked by Valmiki himself to
accept Sita, after introducing his sons to him. But Rama had the
following to say in reply, and this is most unfortunate, for again,
here, the public opinion holds sway in his mind. Rama says:
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Sire, this your daughter (Sita) has been purified in fire in
our very presence, but because of the wickedness of the
Raksasa, the subjects here, did not put their faith in it.

— Canto XV. 72

Again, the demand was made on Sita by Rama himself on
behalf of the subjects as follows:-

Let her convince them of her chastity, then I will accept her
along with her sons, by your command.
— Canto XV. 73

This was indeed too much of a demand for Sita. However,
when the next day, Rama arranged a meeting of his subjects
and called Valmiki to be present there, the sage ordered Sita as
follows:

Dear child, let the doubt be removed from the mind of the
people, concerning your conduct, in the presence of your
husband.

— Canto XV.79
And here was the climax reached by Sita in her life already
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replete with ordeal after ordeal. Sita had no other alternative
now but to give up her life voluntarily after giving her last minute
declaration as follows:
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If there is no violation of duty from my side towards my
husband whether in speech, thought or action, O divine
Earth, the supporter of the universe, please conceal me in
your bosom.

— Canto XV. 81

Sita, to my mind, represents the ultimate victory of a woman
of rare honour and dignity. She was well aware of the depth of
Rama’s love for her, and it was really a strong protest of a highly
dignified woman.

Itis precisely because Sita was “pure and chaste” beyond an
iota of doubt and also because at the same time she was not a
weakling or docile as she is made out to be in certain uninformed
quarters, she invited her end in this way, without speaking a word
to anyone, not even to her beloved Rama, so that the world at
large may perchance learn a fitting lesson from this regarding the
excesses done to her by the willful public which had been so very
unjust towards her. So, in my humble opinion, there was nothing
strange, nothing unclear, about her final response, when she was
not left with any other alternative. Devadhar has rightly pointed
out in this context that “Kalidasa’s account of Sita’s disappear-
ance tallies with that of Valmiki's Ramayana, Uttarakanda”.® If
Rama was so very disturbed about his and the solar dynasty’s
honour being at stake, because of the scandalous reports from
the public, it is no wonder that for an honourable lady of the stat-
ure of Sita, it should be intolerable to undergo humiliating situa-
tion one after the other, finally ending with a public demand for a
second fire-ordeal in front of the denizens of Ayodhya before her
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readmission into the royal household along with her children.
What an irony of fate, indeed, that the people felt ashamed at
her departure, though they were the cause of her ordeal.
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The people, with-drawing their gaze from the path of her
sight, stood with their face downwards, inclined like rice
plants with the burden of fruits.

— Canto XV. 78

Neither Sita nor Rama should have tolerated such vagaries of
the public mind which was already inclined to blame Sita in spite
of her obviously spotless character. Nothing less than a second
fire-ordeal could have satisfied the public that was perhaps curi-
ous to see the earlier ordeal to be enacted once again before
them. I am reminded here of the following observations of a
famous existentialist thinker expressed in another context which
seem to be somewhat relevant here in the context of the citizen-
ry of Ayodhya vis-a-vis the great Sita and Rama towards whom
it was so very intolerant beyond any reasonable explanation.
"It is a fundamental truth of human nature”, says Kierkeggard,
“that man is incapable of remaining permanently on the heights,
of continuing to admire anything. Human nature needs variety.
Even in the most enthusiastic ages people have always liked to
joke enviously about their superiors. That is perfectly in order
and is entirely justifiable so long as after having laughed at the
great they can once more look upon them with admiration; oth-
erwise the game is not worth the candle”.3” So strange, and yet
so true!
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Passages from the writings of Sri Aurobindo on Kalidasa

“Valmiki, Vyasa and Kalidasa are the essence of the history of
ancient India; if all else were lost, they would still be its sole and
sufficient cultural history. Their poems are types and exponents
of three periods in the development of the human soul, types
and exponents also of the three great powers which dispute and
clash in the imperfect and half-formed temperament and har-
monise in the formed and perfect. At the same time their works
are pictures at once minute and grandiose of three moods of our
Aryan civilisation, of which the first was predominatingly moral,
the second predominatingly intellectual, the third predominat-
ingly material. The fourth power of the soul, the spiritual, which
can alone govern and harmonise the others by fusion with them,
had not, though it pervaded and powerfully influenced each suc-
cessive development, any separate age of predominance, did not
like the others possess the whole race with a dominating obses-
sion. It is because, conjoining in themselves the highest and
most varied poetical gifts, they at the same time represent and
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mirror their age and humanity by their interpretative largeness
and power that our three chief poets hold their supreme place
and bear comparison with the greatest world-names, Homer,
Shakespeare and Dante...”

-

“Many centuries after these poets [Valmiki and Vyasa], perhaps a
thousand years or even more, came the third great embodiment
of the national consciousness, Kalidasa. There is a far greater dif-
ference between the civilisation he mirrors than between Vyasa’s
and Valmiki's. He came when the daemonic orgy of character and
intellect had worked itself out and ended in producing at once
its culmination and reaction in Buddhism. There was everywhere
noticeable a petrifying of the national temperament, visible to us
in the tendency to codification; philosophy was being codified,
morals were being codified, knowledge of any and every sort
was being codified; it was on one side of its nature an age of
scholars, legislatorss, dialecticians, philosophical formalisers. On
the other side, the creative and aesthetic enthusiasm of the na-
tion was pouring itself into things material, into the life of the
senses, into the pride of life and beauty. The arts of painting, ar-
chitecture, song, dance, drama, gardening, jewellery, all that can
administer to the wants of great and luxurious capitals, received
a grand impetus which brought them to their highest techni-
cal perfection. That this impetus came from Greek sources or
from the Buddhists seems hardly borne out: the latter may rather
have shared in the general tendencies of the time than originated
them, and the Greek theory gives us a maximum of conclusions
with a minimum of facts. I do not think, indeed, it can be main-
tained that this period, call it classical or material or what one
will, was marked off from its predecessor by any clear division:
such a partition would be contrary to the law of human develop-
ment. Almost all the concrete features of the age may be found
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as separate facts in ancient India: codes existed from old time;
art and drama were of fairly ancient origin, to whatever date we
may assign their development; physical Yoga processes existed
almost from the first, and the material development portrayed in
the Ramayana and Mahabharata is hardly less splendid than that
of which the Raghuvamsha is so brilliant a picture. But whereas,
before, these were subordinated to more lofty ideals, now they
prevailed and became supreme, occupying the best energies of
the race and stamping themselves on its life and consciousness.
In obedience to this impulse the centuries between the rise of
Buddhism and the advent of Shankaracharya became — though
not agnostic and skeptical, for they rejected violently the doc-
trines of Charvak — yet profoundly scientific and outward-going
even in their spiritualism. It was therefore the great age of for-
malised metaphysics, science, law, art and the sensuous luxury
which accompanies the arts.”

— Sri Aurobindo, Sri Aurobindo Birth Centenary Library
(SABCL), Vol. 3, pp. 217, 221-2.

“The classical age of the ancient literature, the best known and
appraised of all, covers a period of some ten centuries and pos-
sibly more, and it is marked off from the earlier writings by a con-
siderable difference, not so much in substance, as in the mould-
ing and the colour of its thought, temperament and language.
The divine childhood, the heroic youth, the bright and strong
early manhood of the people and its culture are over and there
is instead a long and opulent maturity and as its sequence an
equally opulent and richly coloured decline....”

“The great representative poet of this age is Kalidasa. He es-
tablishes a type which was preparing before and endured after
him with more or less of additional decoration, but substantially
unchanged through the centuries. His poems are the perfect and
harmoniously designed model of a kind and substance that oth-
ers cast always into similar forms but with a genius inferior in
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power or less rhythmically balanced, faultless and whole. The art
of poetic speech in Kalidasa’s period reaches an extraordinary
perfection. Poetry itself had become a high craft, conscious of its
means, meticulously conscientious in the use of its instruments,
as alert and exact in its technique as architecture, painting and
sculpture, vigilant to equate beauty and power of the form with
nobility and richness of the conception, aim and spirit and the
scrupulous completeness of its execution with fullness of aes-
thetic vision or of the emotional or sensuous appeal. There was
established here as in the other arts and indeed during all this
era in all human activities a Shastra, a well recognised and care-
fully practised science and art of poetics, critical and formulative
of all that makes perfection of method and prescriptive of things
to be avoided, curious of essentials and possibilities but under a
regime of standards and limits conceived with the aim of exclud-
ing all fault of excess or of defect and therefore in practice as
unfavourable to any creative lawlessness, even though the poet’s
native right of fantasy and freedom is theoretically admitted, as
to any least tendency towards bad or careless, hasty or irregular
workmanship. The poet is expected to be thoroughly conscious
of his art, as minutely acquainted with its conditions and is fixed
and certain standard and method as the painter and sculptor and
to govern by his critical sense and knowledge the flight of his
genius. This careful art of poetry became in the end too much of
a rigid tradition, too appreciative of rhetorical device and artifice
and even permitted and admired the most extraordinary contor-
tions of the learned intelligence, as in the Alexandrian decline
of Greek poetry, but the earlier work is usually free from these
shortcomings or they are only occasional and rare.

“The classical Sanskrit is perhaps the most remarkably finished
and capable instrument of thought yet fashioned, at any rate
by either the Aryan or the Semitic mind, lucid with the utmost
possible clarity, precise to the farthest limit of precision, always
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compact and at its best sparing in its formation of phrase, but
yet with all this never poor or bare: there is no sacrifice of depth
to lucidity, but rather a pregnant opulence of meaning, a capac-
ity of high richness and beauty, a natural grandeur of sound and
diction inherited from the ancient days. The abuse of the faculty
of compound structure proved fatal later on to the prose, but in
the earlier prose and poetry where it is limited, there is an air of
continent abundance strengthened by restraint and all the more
capable of making the most of its resources. The great and subtle
and musical rhythms of the classical poetry with their imagina-
tive, attractive and beautiful names, manifold in capacity, careful
in structure, are of themselves a mould that insists on perfection
and hardly admits the possibility of a mean or slovenly workman-
ship or a defective movement. The unit of this poetical art is the
Sloka, the sufficient verse of four quarters or pada, and each
Sloka is expected to be a work of perfect art in itself, a harmoni-
ous, vivid and convincing expression of an object, scene, detail,
thought, sentiment, state of mind or emotion that can stand by
itself as an independent figure; the succession of Slokas must
be a constant development by addition of completeness to com-
pleteness and the whole poem or canto of a long poem an artistic
and satisfying structure in this manner, the succession of cantos
a progression of definite movements building a total harmony. It
is this carefully artistic and highly cultured type of poetic creation
that reached its acme of perfection in the poetry of Kalidasa.
This pre-eminence proceeds from two qualities possessed in
a degree only to be paralleled in the work of the greatest world-
poets and not always combined in them in so equable a harmony
and with so adequate a combination of execution and substance.
Kalidasa ranks among the supreme poetic artists with Milton and
Virgil and he has a more subtle and delicate spirit and touch in
his art than the English, a greater breath of native power inform-
ing and vivifying his execution than the Latin poet. There is no
more perfect and harmonious style in literature, no more inspired
and careful master of the absolutely harmonious and sufficient
phrase combining the minimum of word expenditure with the
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fullest sense of an accomplished ease and a divine elegance and
not excluding a fine excess that is not excessive, an utmost pos-
sible refined opulence of aesthetic value. More perfectly than
any other he realizes the artistic combination of a harmonious
economy of expression, not a word, syllable, sound in superfluity,
and a total sense of wise and lavish opulence that was the aim
of the earlier classical poets. None so divinely skilful as he is im-
parting without any overdoing the richest colour, charm, appeal
and value, greatness or nobility or power or suavity and always
some kind and the right kind and the fullest degree of beauty to
each line and each phrase. The felicity of selection is equaled by
the felicity of combination. One of the most splendidly sensuous
of poets in the higher sense of that epithet because he has a
vivid vision and feeling of his object, his sensuousness is neither
lax nor overpowering, but always satisfying and just, because it
is united with a plenary force of the intelligence, a gravity and
strength sometimes apparent, sometimes disguised in beauty but
appreciable within the broidered and coloured robe, a royal re-
straint in the heart of the regal indulgence. And Kalidasa’s sov-
ereign mastery of rhythm is as great as his sovereign mastery of
phrase. Here we meet in each metrical kind with the most perfect
discoveries of verbal harmony in the Sanskrit language (pure lyri-
cal melody comes only afterwards at the end in one or two poets
like Jayadeva), harmonies founded on a constant subtle com-
plexity of the fine assonances of sound and an unobtrusive use
of significant cadence that never breaks the fluent unity of tone
of the music. And the other quality of Kalidasa’s poetry is the
unfailing adequacy of the substance. Careful always to get the
full aesthetic value of the word and sound clothing his thought
and substance, he is equally careful that the thought and the
substance itself should be of a high, strong or rich intellectual,
descriptive or emotional value. His conception is large in its view
though it has not the cosmic breadth of the earlier poets and it
is sustained at every step in its execution. The hand of the artist
never fails in the management of its material, — exception being
made of a fault of composition marring one, the least consider-

97



Illumination, Heroism and Harmony

able of his works, — and his imagination is always as equal to its
task as his touch is great and subtle.

Theworkto which these supreme poetic qualities were brought
was very much the same at bottom, though differing in its form
and method, as that achieved by the earlier epics; it was to inter-
pret in poetic speech and represent in significant images and fig-
ures the mind, the life, the culture of India in his age. Kalidasa’s
seven extant poems, each in its own way and within its limits and
on its level a masterpiece, are a brilliant and delicately ornate roll
of pictures and inscriptions with that as their single real subject.
His was a richly stored mind, the mind at once of a scholar and
observer possessed of all the learning of his time, versed in the
politics, law, social idea, system and detail, religion, mythology,
philosophy, art of his time, intimate with the life of courts and fa-
miliar with the life of the people, widely and very minutely obser-
vant of the life of Nature, of bird and beast, season and tree and
flower, all the lore of the mind and all the lore of the eye; and this
mind was at the same time always that of a great poet and artist.
There is not in his work the touch of pedantry or excessive learn-
ing that mars the art of some other Sanskrit poets, he knows
how to subdue all his matter to the spirit of his art and to make
the scholar and observer no more than a gatherer of materials
for the poet, but the richness of documentation is there ready
and available and constantly brought in as a part of incident
and description and surrounding idea and forms or intervenes
in the brilliant series of images that pass before us in the long
succession of magnificent couplets and stanzas. India, her great
mountains and forests and plains and their peoples, her men and
women and the circumstances of their life, her animals, her cit-
ies and villages, her hermitages, rivers, gardens and tilled lands
are the background of narrative and drama and love poem. He
has seen it all and filled his mind with it and never fails to bring
it before us vivid with all the wealth of description of which he is
capable. Her ethical and domestic ideals, the life of the ascetic
in the forest or engaged in meditation and austerity upon the
mountains and the life of the householder, her familiar customs
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and social standards and observances, her religious notions, cult,
symbols give the rest of the surroundings and the atmosphere.
The high actions of gods and kings, the nobler or the more deli-
cate human sentiments, the charm and beauty of women, the
sensuous passion of lovers, the procession of the seasons and
the scenes of Nature, these are his favourite subjects.

He is a true son of his age in his dwelling on the artistic, he-
donistic, sensuous sides of experience and pre-eminently a poet
of love and beauty and the joy of life. He represents it also in
his intellectual passion for higher things, his intense apprecia-
tion of knowledge, culture, the religious idea, the ethical ideal,
the greatness of ascetic self-mastery, and these too he makes
a part of the beauty and interest of life and sees as admirable
elements of its complete and splendid picture. All his work is of
this tissue. His great literary epic, the "House of Raghu”, treats
the story of a line of ancient kings as representative of the high-
est religious and ethical culture and ideals of the race and brings
out its significances environed with a splendid decoration of al-
most pictorially depicted sentiment and action, noble or beauti-
ful thought and speech and vivid incident and scene and sur-
rounding. Another unfinished epic, a great fragment but by the
virtue of his method of work complete in itself so far as the tale
proceeds, is in subject a legend of the gods, the ancient subject
of a strife of Gods and Titans, the solution prepared here by a
union of the supreme God and the Goddess, but in treatment it
is a description of Nature and the human life of India raised to
a divine magnitude on the sacred mountain and in the homes
of the high deities. His three dramas move around the passion
of love, but with the same insistence on the detail and picture
of life. One poem unrolls the hued series of the seasons of the
Indian year. Another leads the messenger cloud across northern
India viewing as it passes the panorama of her scenes and closes
on a vivid and delicately sensuous and emotional portrayal of
the passion of love. In these varied settings we get a singularly
complete impression of the mind, the tradition, the sentiment,
the rich, beautiful and ordered life of the India of the times, not
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in its very deepest things, for these have to be sought elsewhere,
but in what was for the time most characteristic, the intellectual,
vital and artistic turn of that period of her culture.”

— Sri Aurobindo, The Foundations of Indian Culture,
SABCL, Vol. 14, pp. 294, 296-301.
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poets of India, and one cannot have a living

experience of Indian culture without some direct
experience of the works of these three great poets.
Kalidasa is the reputed author of Raghuvamsham,
Ritusamhara, Meghadutam and Kumarasambhavam. Apart
from these four poetical works, three dramatic works
have been universally attributed to Kalidasa, viz.,
Malavikagnimitram, Vikramorvashiyam,
Abhijnanashakuntalam.

Valmiki, Vyasa, and Kalidasa are the three greatest

In Raghuvamsham, the poet describes a number of kings
that belong to the House of Raghu, from Dilipa to
Agnivarna. Only a few episodes have been selected for
this compilation, just enough to introduce to the reader
a few glimpses of the idealism of the heroic qualities of
kings like Dilipa, Aja, and Sri Rama. The victory of Raghu,
the lamentation of Aja, the hunting expedition of
Dashratha and four chapters devoted to Sri Rama may be
regarded as perhaps the best portions of Raghuvamsham.

In all the works of Kalidasa we find a majestic style,
charming suggestion, apt similes, beautiful
ornamentation and colourful descriptions of nature as
also the description of human happiness and suffering. It
has been said that Poetry unveiled herself in all her
beauty in the presence of Kalidasa.
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