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ABSTRACT

Kalidasa’s natakas, namely the Abhijiianasakuntala and the Vikramorvasiya are undisputedly among the
greatest works of Sanskrit literature. Thus it is not surprising that there have already been many excellent
literary interpretations focusing on these works. My aim is not to augment this list, but instead I intend to
shed some light on the less-investigated political message of these dramas. In other words, I am attempting
to re-read Kalidasa’s plays as pieces of political theatre.
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INTRODUCTION

Kalidasa' is often compared to Shakespeare. Not only are they considered among the greatest
figures of dramatic literature, but their lives are similarly little known. As far as we know, Kalidasa
may have earned his living as a court poet under the Guptas.? This supposition implies that his
works may contain a kind of political message. Otherwise, why would a court poet be employed
if his writings lacked the political thoughts of his patrons?

Although cultural studies have been recently engaged with the tendency of ‘depoliticization,
such an attempt seems to be vain in the context of archaic civilizations, where the main ‘products’
of humanity, such as culture, politics and religion were intertwined with each other inseparably.’
In Michael Walzer’s words:

‘Society was conceived as an organic and integrated whole. It might be viewed under the
aspect of religion, or politics, or economy, or family, but all these interpenetrated one an-
other and constituted a single reality. Church and state, church-state and university, civil
society and political community, dynasty and government, office and property, public life
and private life, home and shop: each pair was, mysteriously or unmysteriously, two-in-
one, inseparable’*

In this way, many of the scholarly studies on Kalidasa’s oeuvre have avoided ‘depoliticization’
Historians usually agree that his works are basic sources about everyday life in the Gupta peri-
od,’ while others such as Gawronski and Pollock went even further, and claimed that Kalidasa
sometimes alluded to the imperial politics intentionally.® Because I agree with the view that the
Raghuvamsa was intended to introduce the working of the empire,” I find these above-mentioned
political interpretations reasonable. On the other hand, I am at least as much convinced that the
real venue for the meeting of Kalidasa’s art and imperial propaganda was still the theatre. Here it
is worth citing Hannah Arendt’s statement:

... the theatre is the political art par excellence; only there is the political sphere of human
life transposed into art’®

Michel Foucault came to a similar conclusion:

“The theater, theatrical practice, this dramatization must be a mode of manifestation of the
State and of the sovereign as the holder of State power”
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These opinions indicate the aim of this article, which is re-reading Kalidasa’s plays as pieces of po-
litical theatre. Of course, such an interpretation always depends on the audience. Since Kalidasa
counted on his peers as spectators, my interpretation will be necessarily limited. Despite this,
I am sure that some main political thoughts recognised in Kalidasa’s works might be helpful to
understand the great poet somewhat better.

In this article, I focus on Kalidasa’s natakas, namely the Abhijianasakuntala and the Vikramor-
vasiya, while I do not deal much with his third theatrical work, the Malavikagnimitra categorised
as a natika'' or prakarana (love-comedy),' the possible political message of which has already
been investigated by Hans Bakker.”® Tieken maintained that this latter play was a unique piece
in Kalidasa’s oeuvre,' while Vasudeva, in accordance with Arendt and Foucault’s above-quoted
words, suggested that similar interpretations might be fruitful in connection with Kalidasa’s re-
maining works:

‘If Kalidasa’s “Malavika and Agnimitra” alludes to actual events, is it possible that his other
works do too? It would be interesting to study whether the character of Kalidasa’s Sakun-
tala might have anything to do with either Dhruvadevi wife of Candragupta II and mother
of Kumaragupta, or with his wife Anantadevi.*®

Thus, the following lines are intended as an answer to this call.

SAKUNTALA

It is beyond question that Kalidasa’s Abhijianasakuntala is the finest pearl of the Sanskrit dramas.
Its worldwide fame is unbroken even in these days. Thus, it is not surprising that there have al-
ready been many scholarly discussions focusing on several aspects of this drama.

Edwin Gerow, for example, analysed the structure of the play, and demonstrated that a pecu-
liar symmetry determined its narrative.'® Daniel H. H. Ingalls drew attention to ‘polite elegance’
as its key feature,'” while Jens-Uwe Hartmann understood the whole work as the thematization
of the contrast between the rural and urban lives."® Here, as I have indicated, I do not want to
augment this list of the excellent literary interpretations, but instead I try to regard this play, a bit
provocatively, as a tool of royal propaganda.

The oldest known version of the Sakuntala-legend is found in the Mahabharata." It seems
quite plausible that Kalidasa selected his theme from the epic, even though there are apparent
differences between the two versions. Romila Thapar claimed that Kalidasa filled out the epic
theme with sub-plots, such as the curse and the signet ring, which may have been borrowed from
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folk literature.” She also remarked that some features of the play, such as the description of the
royal court, the closeness of kings to deities and the institute of agrahdra, may reflect Kalidasa’s
own times.” Apart from these allusions, Kalidasa’s play contains a couple of apparently negligible
motifs in which the great poet may have encapsulated his own, supposedly political message. In
this article, I would focus exclusively on these details and thus intend to take one step further
than Thapar did.

This proposed way of interpretation touches on three characters of the play, Dusyanta, Sakun-
tala and Sarvadamana, the reunion of whom serves as the happy outcome:

distya Sakuntala sadhvi sadapatyam idam bhavan|

Sraddha vittam vidhis ceti tritayam tat samagatam||*

By good fortune, faithful Sakuntala, this perfect son, your Majesty, - faith, wealth, and law,
this triad is united.”

I think that we can understand the verse better if we take the words, functioning as upamana in
the simile, as references to the fundamental requirements of the Vedic sacrifices. Accordingly,
sraddha is the trust in the efficacy of the rite,” vitta means money that can cover the cost of the
sacrifice, while vidhi is the method according to which the ceremony is performed. An anony-
mous reviewer of this article directed my attention to the commentator Katayavema’s quite sim-
ilar explanation:

Sraddha astikyabuddhih vittam dravyam vidhir anusthanam®
Sraddha means the conviction in that something will exist, vitta is money while vidhi refers
to religious practice.?

If we interpret these words thus, the simile will suggest that the reunion of the characters means
the re-establishment of the sacrifices in the royal family.

The problem of succession and the sacrifices for the ancestors were always related. Therefore,
the want of the heir apparent implies not only political risks, but also puts an end to the heavenly
happiness of the forefathers. In this way, the worry about the heir accompanies Dusyanta during
the whole drama. First, he appears in the role of the son, who is called back home by his mother:

KARABHAKAH: (upasrtya) jaadu jaadu bhatta| devio anaventi jadha dgamini caiitthe
diase puttapindao danao nama uvavaso bhavissadi tattha dihaiing avassam sannihidend
hodavvam¥
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KARABHAKA: (approaching) Victory! Victory, Your Majesty! The Queen lets it be known
that: ‘On the coming fourth lunar day there will take place the ceremony known as the
‘offering ensuring the birth of a son” On this occasion Your Majesty must be present.*

The cited passage attests to the religious importance of sons. In this case, Dusyanta, nevertheless,
missed performing his duty, and asked his friend, Madhavya, the vidiisaka of the play to substi-
tute him as an adopted son of the queen:

<Dusyanta uvaca>

tvam ajjiubhih putra iti pratigrhitah| tad bhavan itah pratinivrtya tatrabhavatinam pu-
trakaryam anusthatum arhati|”

You have been welcomed by Mama like a son. Therefore you must please return from here
and stand in for the duty of a son.*

After this, Dusyanta stayed in the forest, protected Kanva’s asrama from the raksasas, and finally
made Sakuntala pregnant. Then he returned to his court, where his wedded wife (bhattini, bhartri),
Pingalika, the tigress of his harem (anteuavvagghi, antahpuravyaghri)® was waiting for him. She ap-
parently failed in her duty of giving birth to an heir, and therefore Dusyanta’s anxiety about the suc-
cession was growing unbearable, especially after the recognition of his misdeed against Sakuntala:

amilasuddhasantati kulam etat Pauravam prajavandhye|

mayy astam itam andrye desa iva Sarasvatisrotah||*?

This Paurava lineage, pure from its beginning comes to a close since I, unworthy, have no
offspring just as the River Sarasvati seeps away in an unworthy desert.”

Among these worries, Dhanavrddha’s tragedy affirms the importance of the son further.
Dhanavrddha, the wealthy businessman, passed away without a child, and consequently Dusyan-
ta inherited his money. The pious king concluded his own future misery from this gain, and he
intended to reject Dhanavrddha’s heritage:

LIPIKARL: jam bhatta anavedi| (pattrakam prasarya vacayati) viditam astu devapadanam
yatha Dhanavyddha iti yatharthanama vanig varipathopajivi nauvyasane vipannah| sa
canapatyah| tasya kotisatasamkhyatam vasu| tad idanim rajartham apadyate| Srutva raja
pramanam iti|

RAJA: (akampitah) kasta khalv anapatyata| Vasumati mahadhanatvad bahupatnikena ta-
trabhavata bhavitayvam| vicaryatam yadi kada cid apannasattva kapi tasya bharya syat|
PRATIHARLI: deva idanim yeva Kesavasetthino duhida nivuttapumsavana jaa suniadi|
RAJA: nanu garbhah pitryam riktham arhati| gaccha| evam aryaPisunam brithi|**
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* Vasudeva 2006: 125.

U Abhijaanasakuntala 6.179-180. p. 294.

32 Abhijnanasakuntala 6.212. p. 300.

* Vasudeva 2006: 301.

* Abhijaanasakuntala 6.191-194 p. 296-298.

Brought to you by MTA Titkarsag - Secretariat of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences | Unauthenticated | Downloaded 10/27/22 06:31 AM UTC



38 Acta Orientalia Hung. 75 (2022) 1, 33-50

SCRIBE: As your majesty commands. (opens the document and reads) ‘Let it be known to
his majesty that the aptly named merchant Dhanavrddha who trafficked by sea has per-
ished in a shipwreck. He is without issue. His wealth amounts to thousands of millions.
This now falls to the royal estate. Hearing this, may the king make a ruling’

KING: (shaken) It is a misery to have no children. Vasumati! Because he was wealthy he
must have had many wives. Enquire whether one of his wives may be pregnant.
PORTRESS: Lord, just now we have learnt that his wife, the daughter of the guildsman
Kesava, has performed the pregnancy rite to ensure the birth of a son.

KING: Well then the unborn child is entitled to the father’s inheritance. Go, tell the hon-
orable Pisuna so.*®

This announcement of the pregnancy of Kesava’s daughter indicates the potential salvation for
Dhanavrddha from his misfortune, and at once it offers hope for Dusyanta. The king, just like
Dhanavrddha, has many wives, any of whom - not only Pingalika- are invited to give birth to the
desired son, the heir apparent to the throne.

In this way, the further step of this analysis touches on Sakuntal’s figure and her ability to be-
come a medicine for Dusyanta’s suffering. As a matter of fact, there is always an uncertainty about
Sakuntala’s birth. When Dusyanta met her first, he also did not miss to express his doubts about
this, even though he finally convinced himself that Sakuntala was in fact a ksatriya:

RAJA: api nama kulapater iyam asavarpaksetrasambhava syat| atha va

asamsayam ksatraparigrahaksama yad evam asyam abhilasi me manah|

satam hi samdehapadesu vastusu pramanam antahkaranapravyttayah||*®

KING: Can it be that she is born in a caste different from the patriarch’s? Or, rather,
Doubtless she is fit to be wed by a warrior, since my heart desires her so. For the good,
the inclinations of their inner faculties are authoritative in matters of doubt.”

Another verse said by the king points at Kanva’s hard-heartedness in connection with this: the sage
made his step-daughter, Sakuntala perform penance, although her body was not capable of this:

idam kilavyajamanoharam vapuh

tapahksamam sadhayitum ya icchati|

dhruvam sa nilotpalapatradharaya

samillatam chettum rsir vyavasyati||**

The sage who tries to make this guilelessly appealing figure capable of enduring penance:
surely he has set about cutting hard firewood with the edge of a blue water-lily petal.*

% Vasudeva 2006: 297-299.

% Abhijianasakuntala 1.97-98 p. 74.
¥ Vasudeva 2006: 75.

% Abhijianasakuntala 1.178. p. 70.
¥ Vasudeva 2006: 71.

Brought to you by MTA Titkarsag - Secretariat of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences | Unauthenticated | Downloaded 10/27/22 06:31 AM UTC



Acta Orientalia Hung. 75 (2022) 1, 33-50 39

Perhaps, it is this disharmony between Sakuntala and her surroundings which stimulates the
tragic happenings in the play. From this view, the situation reminds me of the famous legend of
Sambiika, the siidra performing penance.* Sambiika did not find his own place and behaved like
a brahmana, which caused the death of an innocent boy. This tragedy, just as the negligence of
Sakuntala can be reasoned by similar discrepancies in the social order.

The madhavi-creeper of the dsrama, on the other hand, seems to be a further hint at Sakun-
tala’s foreign status among the ascetics. Sakuntala is often compared to this plant introduced as
the only treasure of the hermitage," while there is a whole bower furnished with madhavis in
Dusyanta’s capital.*?

These allusions may suggest that Sakuntala’s place is in Dusyanta’s harem rather than among
the hermits. Yet this does not mean that Sakuntala became the queen of the empire at once. Just
the opposite, Kanva’s words comparing her to Yayati’s second wife, Sarmistha affirm that Dusyan-
ta already had other wives:

Yayater iva Sarmistha bhartur bahumata bhava|

putram tvam api samrajam seva Parum samapnuhil|®

Be honored by your husband, as Sarmistha was by Yayati. May you, too, bear a son to be
emperor, as she did to Paru.*

Simon Brodbeck understood this verse as an allusion to an elder son of Dusyanta, who is known
in the southern recension of the Mahabharata,* but apart from this possible exception, he is ne-
glected by Kalidasa.*® Contrary to this interpretation, I rather think that this verse only says that,
though Sakuntala is going to be wed as secondary wife, she will also have a chance to bear an heir
apparent, just as Sarmistha, whose son, Piiru being the youngest among Yayati’s sons, inherited
the throne of his father.”

To sum up, Kalidasa certifies that Sakuntala, in spite of her obscure birth, is fit to be married to
a ksatriya, otherwise Dusyanta would not fall in true love with her. On the other hand, Sakuntald’s
tigure also attests that any woman of the royal harem can become the mother of the future king.

Although Sakuntald’s legitimacy is confirmed, her pregnancy seems to be unfruitful, because
she disappears together with her son, the only legitimate candidate for Dusyanta’s throne. A glim-
mer of hope still occurs. Though Dusyanta fails to recognise his former mistress, the recognition
of his son could still save the ancestors.

This leads us to the outcome of the play, when Dusyanta unexpectedly finds his son, Sarvada-
mana at Marica’s heavenly asrama. This scene can easily cause one to remember the first meeting
of Dusyanta and Sakuntala. Here, the king is faced again with the same disharmony that he per-
ceived between Sakuntala and Kanva’s asrama:

" Raghuvamsa 15.42-53; Ramayana 7.64.2-67.5.
1 Abhijignasakuntala 1.83. p. 72, 3.30-31 p. 138.
2 Abhijianasakuntala 6.94-97 p. 276-278.

* Abhijranasakuntala 4.100. p. 196.

4 Vasudeva 2006: 197.

4 Mahabharata 1.89.16.b*877.1-2

4 Brodbeck 2011: 228.

47 Mahabharata 1.70.29-32.
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RAJA: tathd| (ity upagamya) ayi maharsiputral

evam asramaviruddhavrtting samyami kim iti janmadas tvaya|

sattvasamsrayasukho 'pi diigyate krsnasarpasisuneva candanah||*®

KING: Indeed! (approaches) Here now, son of a great seer!

Why are you thus dishonoring your self-possessed father — as a young cobra does a san-
dal-tree — with deeds out of keeping with a hermitage, even though it pleases him that
beings take refuge in him?*

After that, Dusyanta becomes gradually aware of the delight that he has found his own son. In
this case, it is quite remarkable that Sarvadamana verifies his claim for being Dusyanta’s son by
his deeds. There is no doubt that he is a true-born ksatriya. He wrestles with a lion cub,” and
moreover, feels spontaneous love for Dusyanta:

TAPASI: assa balassa asambaddhe vi bhaddamuhe samvadini aidi tti vimhidamhi| avi a
accantapariidassa via appadilomo eso de samvutto|™

ASCETIC: I am amazed at the resemblance between you and this boy, although you are not
related. Moreover, he is easy-going with you as if you were someone very familiar.>

These signs cause Dusyanta to recognise his son, and the dynasty is rescued.

URVASI

The myth of Urvasi thematises the love between the human and the divine. Its roots are already
found in the Rgveda,” and it may have been known in various versions before Kalidasa’s period.*
As a matter of fact, it is quite difficult to establish the possible sources of the great poet. At least we
can say that the plot of Kalidasa’s play is somewhat similar to two puranic versions of the story, those
of the Matsya->> and the Padma-puranas,™ even though it is uncertain whether it was Kalidasa who
borrowed from the puranas or the mythological collections were influenced by his play.””

Velcheru Narayana Rao and David Shulman have already noticed the similar imagery and pat-
tern of the Abhijiianasakuntala and the Vikramorvasiya.®® Their observations seem to be likewise
true for the supposed political message of the Vikramorvasiya. Here we find again the same triad
of the characters, namely the sonless king, his divine mistress, and their child.

* AbhijAanasakuntala 7.86-87 p. 336.
* Vasudeva 2006: 337.

0 Abhijfianasakuntala 7.65-74 p. 332.
! Abhijaanasakuntala 7.93. p. 338.

2 Vasudeva 2006: 339.

3 Rgveda 10.95.

% Rao and Shulman 2009: xvii—xx.

> Matsya-purana 24.9-34.

% Padma-purana 1.12.51-76.

Rao and Shulman 2009: xix-xx.
Rao and Shulman 2009: xv-xvi.
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In this play, the sonless king is called Puriiravas. He is a real bon vivant, who, unlike Dusyanta,
cares less for royal succession. The words of his vidiisaka, nevertheless, reveal the danger threat-
ening the dynasty:

asamtanattanam vajjia se <Puriiravasah> na kim vi soaniam|59
Except for lacking a son, he has everything he could wish.®

This remark indicates that even though Purtiravas has a populous harem, his wives have been
unable to deliver a son yet. Of course, there is no harem without its ‘tigress, who is here the
daughter of the king of Kasi. As a matter of fact, she is a tamer one, and allows her husband enjoy
other women:

DEVI (rajiiah pajam abhiniya pradjalih prapipatya): esa aham devadamihunam RohiniMi-
alarichanam sakkhikaria ajjauttam anuppasademi| ajjappahudi jam itthiam ajjautto patthe-
di ja ajjauttassa samaamappanaini tae mae pidibandhena vattidavvam ti|*!

QUEEN (acts out worshipping the king, with her hands folded, bowing): I, the queen, intent
on making my husband happy with me, say this with that divine couple, the Moon and his
wife Rohini, as witnesses. From now on, whatever woman my husband desires, or whatever
woman desires him, will be treated by me as a friend.®

What could motivate such a concession? Perhaps the love of the queen was so overwhelming that
she offered such a privilege to her sweetheart. Besides, I find it as much possible that, despite
Puriiravas’s carelessness, his wife might be in fact anxious about the future of the dynasty.

By all means, hope for the ancestors is provided again by a mysterious woman: Urvasi. She is an
apsaras, and therefore her place in Puriiravas’s harem is more questionable than Sakuntalds. She
is not only an odd creeper far from the royal bower of mdadhavis, but she is a celestial being whom
humans should avoid. Loving her is doubtlessly risky, as suggested by the anxiety of the vidiisaka:

VIDUSAKA: Niunie vippavehi tatthabhodim jadami dava miatinhiado nivattedum vaas-
aam tado devie muham pekkhissam ti|*®

CLOWN: Tell Her Majesty that I'll do my best to wean my friend from this mirage. I won’t
come to see her until then.**

His advice to Purtiravas reveals the same intention:

VIDUSAKA: sivipasamaamaarinim niddam sevadu bhavam| aha va tatthabhodie Uvvasie
padikidim alihia oloanto cittha|®

¥ Vikramorvasiya 5.2. p. 184.
® Rao and Shulman 2009: 185.
' Vikramorvasiya 3.126. p. 108.
2 Rao and Shulman 2009: 109.
S Vikramorvasiya 2.13. p. 36.

¢t Rao and Shulman 2009: 37.
® Vikramorvasiya 2.101. p. 56.
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CLOWN: Go to sleep. You'll see her in your dream. Another way is to paint a picture of
Urvasl and stare at it.*

The other problem with Urvasi is that she is not concerned about royal succession, because the
birth of a son, in accordance with Indra’s order, will put an end to her love story with Puriiravas:

<Bharatasya dvitiyah Sisya uvaca>

Purandarena una lajjavanadamuhim Uvvasim pekkhia evam bhanidam jassim baddhab-
hava si tumam tassa me ranasahdassa rdesino piam karanz'am| sa tumam Puriiravasam
jahakamam uvacittha java so tui ditthasamtano bhodi tti|*

‘Indra saw her with her head bent in shame and said “I owe a favour to the man you were
thinking about. He helped me in battle. You may stay with Purairavas, as you wish to, until

he sees a child from you.”*

Thus, when UrvasT’s son was, in a somewhat mysterious way, born, she hid him at Cyavana’s her-
mitage. Fate, however, proved to be outside Urvasi’s control. Her son, Ayus once became excluded
from the asrama, because he killed a vulture:

TAPASI: supadu maharao| eso dihai Ai jadametto evva Uvvasie kim vi nimittam avekkh-
ia mama hatthe nasikido| jam khattiakumarassa jadakammadivihanam tam se bhaavada
Cavanena asesam anucitthidam| gahidavijjo dhanuvvede a vinido|

RAJA: sanathah khalu samvytiah|

TAPASL: ajja pupphasamidattham isikumaraehim saha gadena imind assamaviruddham
aaridam|

VIDUSAKA: kadham via|

TAPASI: gahidamiso kila giddho padavasihare niliamano lakkhikido banassa|®

HERMIT WOMAN: Please listen. No sooner was this young boy, Ayus, born — may he live
long! - than Urvasi, for whatever reason, entrusted him to me. All the rituals appropriate
for a warrior prince, beginning with the birth ceremony, were performed by the sage Cya-
vana. He was properly educated and trained in archery, too.

KING: Then he was properly looked after.

HERMIT WOMAN: But today, when he went out with the other young boys to gather
flowers and firewood, he did something utterly against the rules of the hermitage.
CLOWN: Like what?

HERMIT WOMAN: He shot down a vulture sitting at the top of a tree with a piece of meat
in its beak.”

Ayus’s deed shocked the hermits, but it was applauded in Puraravas’s court. The bird killed by
the young man had stolen Puriiravas’s magic jewel (samgamaniyo manih) which guaranteed his
relationship with the divine Urvaéi. Although the jewel was thus returned, Ayus’s fated arrival,

% Rao and Shulman 2009: 57.

7 Vikramorvasiya 3.13. p. 84.

% Rao and Shulman 2009: 85.

9 Vikramorvasiya 5.72-77 p. 196-198.
7* Rao and Shulman 2009: 197-199.
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nevertheless, had to cause the divorce of their parents. In this difficult situation, Narada, as a deus
ex machina, entered into the picture to forward Indra’s message. According to this, Urvasi can
stay on Earth as long as Purtiravas lives. In this way, we arrive at the happy outcome of the play:
the members of the royal triad reunite, and thus the dynasty survives:

adyaham <Puriravah> putrinam agryah satputrenamuna taval|
Paulomisambhaveneva Jayantena Purandarah||”*
I feel like Indra when his wife gave birth to Jayanta — a proud father of a worthy son.”

THE ROYAL PATRON BEHIND KALIDASA'S NATAKAS

After analysing the plots of Kalidasa’s two ndtakas, we should find out what message these plays
might have had for the contemporary audience. As I have indicated, both stories present a case of
dynastic crisis. They represent a narrative, in which the dynasty is close to vanishing, and its only
hope is a son of obscure birth - whom some people may despise for being a bastard — and who,
nevertheless, proves his suitability for the throne with his deeds.

The other key figure of these plays is the mother who gives birth to the heir. In both narakas,
the mothers are born of apsarases, the appearance of whom indicates a kind of divine interven-
tion. In connection with them, Romila Thapar, moreover, hypothesised that the apsarases of the
mythical genealogies originally stood for non-Aryan, perhaps tribal women adopted as such ‘un-
human’ beings in the royal dynasties.”

Above all, who might have been interested in sponsoring putting this theme on stage in the
theatres? If we accept that Kalidasa worked under the Guptas, in my opinion, it will be hard to
tind any better candidate for this than Skanda Gupta.

It is widely accepted that Skanda Gupta was not the rightful heir to Kumara Gupta’s throne.”
Although he introduces himself as Kumara Guptas son in his inscriptions,” he, unlike his an-
cestors, fails to mention the name of his mother. From this, many scholars have concluded that
Skanda Gupta may have been born from a woman of low rank;’® in Bakker’s words, he was a
bastard son.”” The only, more or less exact fact about his mother is that she is compared to Devaki
in the Bhitri pillar inscription:

pitari divam upete viplutam vamsalaksmim
bhujabalavijitarir yah pratisthapya bhityah|
jitam iti paritosan mataram sasranettram
hataripur iva Krsno Devakim abhyupetah||®

7

Vikramorvasiya 5.119. p. 204.

Rao and Shulman 2009: 205.

Thapar 2013: 108.

Tandon 2014: 557.

CII Vol. 3. No. 12. p. 50. 1. 22-23, No. 13. p. 53. 1. 6-8, No. 14.

Basham 1955: 368-369; Kulke and Rothermund 2002: 89; Tandon 2014: 557.
Bakker 2006: 178.

78 CII Vol. 3. No. 13. p. 54.1. 12-14.
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‘Who, when (his) father had attained the skies, conquered (his) enemies by the strength of
(his) arm, and established again the ruined fortunes of (his) lineage; and then, crying “the
victory has been achieved” betook himself to (his) mother, whose eyes were full of tears
from joy, just as Krsna, when he had slain (his) enemies, betook himself to (his mother)
Devaki’”

Bakker and Willis interpreted this reference as an allusion to Skanda Gupta’s triumph over his
paternal uncle, Ghatotkaca Gupta.®* However, this tempting way of explanation is less probable,
because the inscription, on the one hand, does not explicitly suggest that Skanda Gupta’s enemy
did not belong to the royal family, on the other hand, Ghatotkaca Gupta, as a paternal uncle, does
not correspond in fact to Kamsa, Krsna’s maternal uncle.®! Furthermore, it is also worth mention-
ing that Kamsa’s identification with Krsna’s uncle may have been less certain. According to the
Harivamsa (3" or 4" century A.D.),*? Kamsa calls Devaki his father’s sister which suggests that he
and Krsna may have been cousins in an early version of the myth.®* Although Kamsa, in this way,
only stands for Skanda Gupta’s main rival, the simile seems to be still remarkable. Skanda Gupta’s
choice for comparing himself to Krsna could evoke the same narrative that we have already found
in the case of Paru, Sarvadamana and Ayus:

Pauravi Rohini nama Bahlikasyatmaja nypa|

jyestha patni mahardja dayitanakadundubheh||

lebhe jyestham sutam Ramam Saranam Satham eva cal

Durdamam Damanam Svabhram PindarakaKusinaraul|

Citram nama kumarim ca Rohinpitanaya nava|

Citra Subhadreti punar vikhyata Kurunandanal|

Vasudevac ca Devakyam jajfie Saurir mahdayasah|*

O king, Vasudeva’s first, beloved wife was Rohini, Bahlika’s daughter, a descendant of Piirus.
She gave birth to nine children, eight sons, namely Rama, the oldest, then Sarana, Satha,
Durdama, Damana, Svabhra, Pindaraka and Kusinara, and one daughter called Citra who
was also known as Subhadra. Of Devaki, [on the other hand], Vasudeva engendered the
very glorious Krsna.*

Apparently, the Harivamsa attests that Devaki, just as Sarmistha, Sakuntald and Urvasi, was a
secondary wife, who, despite this, delivered the most glorious child for his husband. In this way,
Devaki’s mention in the inscription might hint at Skanda Gupta’s obscure birth, and not that he,
just as Krsna, killed his own uncle.

7 Fleet 1888: 55.

0 Bakker 2006: 179; Willis 2005: 137.
81 Tandon 2014: 560-562.

8 Brockington 1998: 326.

8 Harivamsa 48.38.a, 65.77.c, 65.88.c.
8 Harivamsa 25.1-4b.

The translation is my own.
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On the other hand, the Bhitri inscription tells us that Kumara Gupta, unlike Candra Gupta
I and Samudra Gupta, did not announce Skanda Gupta as his chosen heir.*® Therefore, Skanda
Gupta needed to prove his suitability for the throne by his own heroism:

kramena buddhya nipunam pradharya

dhyatva ca krtsnan gunadosahetiin|

vyapetya sarvan manujendraputraml

Laksmih svayam yam. <Skandaguptam> varayam cakaral|*’

..whom the goddess of fortune and splendour of her own accord selected as her husband,
having in succession (and) with judgment skilfully taken into consideration and thought
over all the causes of virtues and faults, (and) having discarded all (the other) sons of kings
(as not coming up to her standard).®

For want of the old king, Laksmi, ‘the goddess of fortune, appears and selects a new husband for
herself. Her choice seemingly depends on the righteous deeds of the candidates.

In my opinion, this idea occurs as a leitmotif in Kalidasa’s plays. Dusyanta was unaware of the
identity of his son, but Sarvadamana’s boyish heroism, his wrestling with the lion cub revealed
him. Puraravas’s son, Ayus was, in a similar way, hidden in an asrama until his valour became
plain against the thieving vulture. Thus their heroic deeds qualified these sons to the throne of
their fathers. They were of course of royal descent, but they were brought up outside the royal
court, and their birth was certified by their virtuous conducts.

With regard to Skanda Gupta, the affinity of these boys with Skanda seems also intentional.
Both of them find pleasure in peacocks, the bird serving as Skandas vahana. On the one hand,
Sarvadamana plays with a clay peacock,® while on the other hand Ayus fosters a pet peacock
called Manikanthaka.” In this latter case, the resemblance is, furthermore, announced by Narada
at the end of the play:

Ayuso yauvarajyasrih smarayaty atmajasya te|

abhisiktam Mahasenam sainapatye Marutvata||**

The newly crowned prince, your son, brings to mind the happy day, when Indra crowned
Kumara commander of his army.*

To sum up, I think that the narrative of Kalidasa’s plays are built on such a schema, which could
be quite valued for such a king like Skanda Gupta.

8 Tandon 2014: 559.

8 CII Vol. 3. No. 14. p. 59. 1. 5.

% Fleet 1888: 62.

% Abhijaanasakuntala 7.75-80 p. 334, 7.103-108 p. 340.
* Vikramorvasiya 5.115. p. 204.

' Vikramorvasiya 5.187. p. 218.

°2 Rao and Shulman 2009: 219.
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CONCLUSION

In the introduction of this article, I referred to Vasudeva’s call for re-reading Kalidasa’s works with
special regard to their political subtexts.”

Concerning Kalidasa’s natakas, my answer to this question is definitely positive. While
Vasudeva expected Anantadevi or DhruvadevTs mirror images to appear in these works, this
investigation concluded that Kalidasa’s apsaras-born heroines stood for Skanda Gupta’s low-born
mother. Thus, the story of both Sakuntala and Urvasi offers such a schema which can validate the
claim of the bastard son to the imperial throne.

The idea that Kalidasa was at some point under Skanda Guptas patronage, has already been
put forward by many scholars.”* Among them, Gawronski claimed that the first five kings of
Kalidasa’s Raghuvamsa related, in a special mytho-historic way, the deeds of the Gupta emperors.
In his explanation, the most celebrated king of the Raghus, Rama corresponds to Skanda Gupta,
which also means that he may have been contemporary with the author.”®

According to Michael Willis, an initial form of the Rama-cult flourished under Skanda Gupta.*
This cult probably exerted influence of Kalidasa’s Rama-story embedded in the Raghuvamsa.””
His resume followed Valmiki’s plot quite strictly. The only exception is its overture, which Kalida-
sa may have altered deliberately.

At the beginning of the Ramdyana, the deities commissioned Visnu, as their only chance, to
save the world.” This attests that Rama- Visnu had not been identified yet with the Supreme being
in this phase of the epic.”” On the contrary, the Raghuvamsa reports that Visnu rebukes the gods
because he, being omniscient, has already been aware of the danger and he, incidentally, should
not be reminded of his duty by any deity including Indra.'® Because the court laid claim for
Ramass identity with the Highest divinity, Kalidasa’s innovation in the plot seems to be reasoned.

Skanda Gupta’s sympathy with Rama, on the other hand, may have another, personal aspect,
too. The Solar Dynasty (Siryavamsa) just as the lineage of the Guptas, was broken slightly after
Dasaratha’s death, because he was not in fact Rama’s biological father. In lieu of him, it was the
greatest deity, Visnu, who incarnated himself to save not only humankind from the raksasas but
also the house of Ayodhya. After that, Rama’s way to the throne of his father, just as Skanda Guptass,
was not straight. Although he was born as Dagdaratha’s true heir, he became exiled because of Kai-
keyT’s villainy. During his exile, Rama performed heroic deeds through which he certified his suit-
ability for being Dasaratha’s heir. After the final challenge, the killing of Ravana, Rama returned
and took over his paternal heritage. Rama’s legend, in this way, seems to have been a quite obvious
paradigm for Skanda Gupta to legitimise his rule as a result of a similar divine intervention.

% Vasudeva 2006: 17.

% Mazumdar 1909: 735-739; Pathak 1916: viii-xi.
% Gawronski 1914-1918: 67-69.

% Willis 2009: 241.

7 Raghuvamsa 11.1-15.103.

% Ramayana 1.14.17.cd.

 Brinkhaus 1992: 103-104.

19" Raghuvamsa 10.39-41.
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Perhaps, the case of the Kumarasambhava is even clearer. I agree with Vasudeva’s remark, ac-
cording to which this poem may have been composed remembering the struggles with the Huns
in the last years of Kumara Gupta’s rule.'”"

Kalidasa’s third theatrical work, the Malavikagnimitra, however, seems to be a bit problematic
because it is often regarded as a key proof for the other popular theory about Kalidasa’ life, name-
ly for his employment as Candra Gupta II's court poet.'® This play, unlike the Abhijianasakun-
tala and the Vikramorvasiya, takes its topic from the events of the historical past instead of the
mythological tradition. Even though it is a love comedy, it contains some allusions to the political
diversification of Vidarbha and the presence of the Nagas at Vidisa which make Hans Bakker’s
supposition quite probable that the Malavikagnimitra mirrors the contemporary political stage.
According to him, Vidisa was an important political centre of the western part of the Gupta em-
pire where the crown princes may have resided.'” This idea seems fairly acceptable in the case of
Rama Gupta, Samudra Gupta’s elder son, nevertheless, it is difficult to imagine that the annexa-
tion of the country of the Saka ksatrapas would not have lessened its importance. Furthermore,
the court of Vidi$a does not appear as an esteemed office in the Malavikagnimitra as it could have
been under Rama Gupta.

Although Bakker claimed that Agnimitra, the hero of the play was the heir-to-the-throne and
his relations with his father were good,'* these words can be hardly supported if we read Kalidasa’s
work closely. At the end of the story, we are informed that Agnimitra was angry with his father:

tad idanim akalahinam vigatarosacetasa bhavata vadhiijanena saha yajiiasevandayagantavy-
am iti|'%

So now that my grandson has returned my horse just as Am$umat had returned Sagara’s,
I shall perform the sacrifice.'®

Although the reason of their conflict remains unexplained, it is slightly suggested that Puspa-
mitra favoured his grandson Vasumitra against Agnimitra. While Agnimitra is introduced as a
typical bad king addicted to his love affairs, Vasumitra is a brilliant general, who is really of use to
the empire. When Puspamitra is involved in his asvamedha, it is Vasumitra again who fulfilling
the typical duty of an heir took care of the sacrificial horse:

so ’ham idanim Amsumateva Sagarah pautrena pratyahrtasvo yaksye|'"”

So now that my grandson has returned my horse just as Am$umat had returned Sagara’s,
I shall perform the sacrifice.'®

10
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With regard to the mythological background, Agnimitra should correspond to Sagara’s evil son,
Asamaija, who was banished from the capital because of his misconduct and instead of whom
his son, Am$umat ascended the throne.'” If we accept that Agnimitra is Asamaiija’s counterpart,
his appointment as a governor on an outer edge of the empire can rather serve his exclusion from
the succession than his straight way to the imperial throne. This at once gives me the impression
that the Malavikagnimitra may mirror the political circumstances at some time after the fall of the
ksatrapas, when Vidisa had lost its dominance in the Western part of the empire.

On the whole, I hope that this paper was able to present some remarkable allusions in Kalida-
sas natakas. Of course, these parallels cannot be regarded as ultimate evidences for Kalidasa’s
date, but, in any case, they suggest that many of his works could serve Skanda Gupta’s policy.
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