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Gardens in Classical Sanskrit Court Plays

by CINZIA PIERUCCINI

Nel teatro di corte sanscrito i giardini, dei palazzi reali o di altra collocazione, sono una
presenza molto frequente e di notevole importanza. In queste pagine si vuole da una parte met-
tere in luce il ruolo che rivestono nel dipanarsi dell’azione scenica, e dall’altra desumere dai
testi notizie sulle forme che questi luoghi avevano nella realta concreta, pur tenendo conto del-
I’idealizzazione e della convenzionalita che pervadono questa forma di letteratura kavya.
Il lavoro si fonda sull’analisi delle seguenti opere: Svapnavasavadatta attribuito a Bhasa;
Malavikagnimitra, Vikramorvasiva e Abhijiianasakuntala di Kalidasa; Priyadarsika e Ratnavalt
di Harsa; e Malatimadhava di Bhavabhuti. Altre osservazioni riguardano le innovazioni
apportate dai singoli autori a questo fopos letterario e scenico, e I’immaginario condiviso dai
poeti e dal pubblico.

In classical Sanskrit court plays, gardens of royal palaces or in other locations are
a frequent and extremely important presence. In these pages an attempt will be made
on one hand to highlight the role they play in the unfolding of the dramatic action,
and on the other to deduce information from the texts regarding the forms that these
places actually possessed—always taking into account the idealisation and conven-
tionality that pervade this and the other forms of k@vya literature. This work is based
on the analysis of the following plays: Svapnavasavadatta (abbreviated to S) attributed
to Bhasa, of uncertain date: possibly pre-Kalidasa;' Kalidasa’s Malavikagnimitra (M),
Vikramorvasiya (V) and Abhijiianasakuntala (4), 4-5" century; Priyadarsika (P) and
Ratnavali (R) by Harsa, first half of the 7% century; and Bhavabhuti’s Malatimadhava
(MM), first half of the 8% century.” It is also intended as a continuation of the author’s
study of the gardens of ancient India illustrated in a series of earlier articles, some of
which will be referred to.

The Dramatic Role

The plots and general characteristics of each of these famous plays are well
known, and it is certainly not the case to summarise them here; some details will how-

! The Svapnavasavadatta is one of the thirteen so-called Trivandrum Plays, named after the place of
their first publication, whose manuscripts were discovered and published by Ganapati Sastri at the begin-
ning of the 20" century. Their dating and authorship are notoriously a matter of great debate; see Tieken
1993 for an analysis that suggests that they might instead have been composed in the Pallava milieu around
the year 700.

2 For this dating, see Mirashi 1996 [1974]: 1-11. The passages from the plays are quoted here ac-
cording to the editions listed in the Bibliography, with some normalisation and graphic intervention as



ever be given whenever it seems appropriate to recall them. At any rate, their lowest
common denominator consists of a love story that is thwarted for various reasons and
in various ways and which has to overcome many obstacles before reaching a happy
ending; and the resulting difficulties are mostly translated into the need for secrecy
and dissimulation. Now, in the works mentioned, a garden, because of its relative iso-
lation, appears to be considered the ideal place to stage manifestations of the most
intimate feelings and the most secret encounters, keeping them hidden from the other
characters. However, above all, these gardens provide the perfect backdrop for the
casual disclosure of these feelings to characters who, as required by the plot, should
instead be aware about them. In such circumstances, the setting of the event in a garden
is a fundamental expedient that poets employ to promote the development of the
drama.’ Tt also allows them to embellish the composition with polished stanzas, uttered
by the characters as they comment on the beauty of nature, further enhanced by the
fact that the preferred season for the setting of these plays (or for their most sentimen-
tal episodes) is spring—the season of love.*

In summary, the following events typically occur in gardens, or—as we shall
see—places purposely assimilated to them:

1. The hero or heroine secretly catches a first glimpse of his or her counterpart and
instantly falls in love with her or him (4, P, R, MM); the hero, then, may intervene
directly in the scene.

2. A character expresses his or her feelings through a soliloquy, and/or reveals them
more or less openly to a companion or companions of the same sex (S, M, V, 4, P,

R, MM).
In this context, the motif of the painted portrait may also appear, played out in
various ways, constituting a sort of virtual presence of the loved one in the scene
(M, A, R, MM).?

3. In close connection with the previous point, characters hidden in the garden be-
come aware of the feelings of others by listening unseen to their talks (S, M, V, 4,
P, R, MM).

for the editions of the Clay Sanskrit Library (JJC Foundation). For the Abhijiianasakuntala we adopt the
Devanagari recension edited by M.R. Kale with Raghavabhatta’s commentary. The Mrcchakatika attrib-
uted to Stidraka, generally dated to the 4"-5™ century, is not considered here because the typology of the
“gardens” mentioned in this play is totally different. In fact, this play presents us with a domestic garden,
in the home of the courtesan Vasantasena (Act Four), and a park located outside the city, belonging to
Samsthanaka, the king’s wicked brother-in-law, but open to the general public (Acts Seven and Eight).
Let us just point out that the role of this park falls within the discourse mentioned here as a location where
events that should remain hidden take place. The relevant passages of this play have been analysed by
Voegeli (2013), with specific attention to the concrete forms of such “gardens.”

3 On parks and gardens as liminal spaces and sites of evolution and transformation in various cultural
spheres of ancient India, see Pieruccini 2022b.

* The link between the works in question and spring is to be found both in the events of the plays
themselves and in the “Spring festival” (vasantotsava) for which some of them appear to have been com-
posed and staged: according to their Preludes, this is the case for the Malavikagnimitra, Priyadarsika,
and Ramavali. See Anderson 1993, whose analysis of the group of festivals that may be collectively re-
ferred to as vasantotsava also devotes ample space to an examination of the Ratnavalr. We will return to
this “Spring festival” later.

5 The portrait also plays a fundamental role in Act Six of the Svapnavasavadatta, because it leads to
the recognition of Vasavadatta and the disclosure that she is not dead; but in this case context and role are
totally different.
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4. The garden, its equivalent (4) or a particular structure presumably in the garden
(M), is the place intended for the lovers’ intimacy (R, MM).

As can be seen, these motifs are widely adopted in the plays under consideration;
the second and third appear in all of them. But, regardless of how many of these situ-
ations actually occur in each individual work, the underlying principle is the same
everywhere, namely the need for more or less successful circumspection. Beneath
dense pavilions of creepers, behind rows of trees, in the groves of gardens belonging
to royal palaces or that are open to the public, and even in the garden of a hermitage
in the case of the Abhijiianasakuntala, the characters in these plays may act in real or
(mostly) imagined privacy.

In an important article on gardens in the court life of ancient India, Daud Ali links
these characteristics to the concrete reality of royal palaces. These appear to be basi-
cally made up of “marked” areas, i.e. with specific destinations, where an eminently
public life is conducted, constantly under the eyes of the members of the court. On
the contrary, the palace gardens, being secluded but relatively “neutral” spaces, may
offer isolation and at the same time safe, protected corners, not least for courtship and
more or less licit amorous encounters (Ali 2003: 237). In the following pages, a de-
tailed analysis is proposed on the basis of the individual plays, enucleating the relevant
lexicon; for as exhaustive a list as possible of the plants and flowers that are explicitly
placed by the poets in the gardens of each of these works, see the Appendix.

Gardens of Royal Palaces

InS, M, V, A, P and R the plays are staged in gardens of royal residences. Let us
consider, first of all, that the description of ancient Indian royal palaces found in such
literature shows that they were typically made up of several units: various residential
buildings, women’s quarters, theatre halls, galleries of paintings, and so on. It also
seems that these various structures were often not directly connected to each other,
and interspersed with well-kept green areas. But alongside these buildings, the royal
residences of the Sanskrit theatre considered here always include areas expressly de-
voted to gardens. A specific word that designates an actual palace garden is, and par-
ticularly in Kalidasa, pramadavana, literally “pleasure grove;” the term vana here
essentially refers to an area endowed with trees.®

The gardens of palaces (and not only of these, as we shall see) are presented in
this literature in terms of discrete units of vegetation (cf. Ali 2012: 46-49) which con-
stitute well-defined individual focal points. They also include, as mentioned above,
pavilions of creepers, groves and rows of trees, ponds, or even special single trees,
towards which the characters move and where they stop and willingly seclude them-
selves, sitting down if necessary on a seat that is mostly explicitly defined as being of
stone: recurrent words are Silapatta, silapattaka, silatala, and vedika. In addition, cer-

¢ On various uses of the term vana in Pali and Sanskrit literature see Pieruccini 2018. Isolated words
will be quoted here regularly in Sanskrit, not in Prakrit, and normally in thematic form; as a rule, the spe-
cific passages in which the terms appear will not be mentioned if the terms occur regularly and repeatedly.
Of course, extended passages will instead be reproduced in the original language of the text.
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tain particular structures appear to be integral parts of these gardens, which thus sig-
nificantly contain artificial elements. Here is a brief review.

Acts Two, Three and Four of the six Acts of the Svapnavasavadatta take place in
the pramadavana of the palace of Rajagrha, the capital of Magadha, whose princess
is Padmavati, King Udayana’s betrothed. Alongside the exchange of confidences be-
tween the characters and overheard speeches, activities considered to be feminine are
depicted, such as playing ball, picking flowers as a pastime and weaving garlands.
A particularly interesting image of the place as a whole is offered by these words
spoken by the vidisaka:

Where did Her Ladyship Padmavati go? To the pavilion of creepers? Or to the stone
seat named “Ornament of the mountain,” sprinkled with asana flowers, as if covered
by a tiger’s skin? Or did she enter the saptacchada grove, with its very pungent
smell? Or did she go to the wooden hill, filled with painted wild animals and birds?
(STV[1].1)y

The carpet of fallen flowers on the ground or on the benches, which here makes
the seat appear as if it were covered by a spotted fur, is a recurrent feature of the
gardens described in Sanskrit literature;® see also below. Also of note is the proper
name given to the seat; we shall see later the use of proper names to designate par-
ticular gardens or some garden element. Finally, perhaps the most interesting detail is
the artificial hill made of wood, daruparvataka, adorned with paintings depicting birds
and forest animals. Daruparvatakas are mentioned, along with kiosks of creepers, pa-
vilions with paintings or for amusement, and so on, by the Ramayana (V.5.34) in the
description of Ravana’s residence at Lanka.

It does not seem unlikely that the garden also contains the “water pavilion,”
samudragrhaka, which occupies the scene in Act Five and plays a crucial dramatic
role, because this is where a sleeping Udayana sees his beloved wife Vasavadatta, be-
lieved to have died in a fire, only to reluctantly realise that it was only a dream. It is
probably a closed structure, since an entrance portal, mukhatorana (S V.[3]), and a
doorpost or door panel, dvarapaksa (S V.[7]) are mentioned; moreover, a bed (sayya
or the like) is prepared there. A samudragrhaka, which in this case rather clearly
appears to belong to the garden area, is also important in Act Four of the
Malavikagnimitra: here, in Agnimitra’s palace, the love meeting between the two pro-
tagonists is arranged, but ruined by the arrival of the younger of the king’s two queen
consorts. We are also offered some architectural details in the course of this episode:
the place has a door (dvara, M IV.[12]+, etc.), a window (gavaksa, M TV.[6]+) through
which it is possible to spy on the interior, presumably one or more columns (stambha,
M IV.[15]+), and a terrace in front of the entrance (alindaka, M TV.[15]+) with a “floor
(?) of crystal” (sphatikasthala, M TV.[12]+).

It is not explicit what a samudragrhaka, literally “ocean house,” consists of. The
Monier-Williams dictionary defines samudragrha as “a bath-house, bath-room.”
Samudragrhas are mentioned in the Kamasiitra (V.5.17) among the attractions of the

7 kahim pu khu gada tattahodi padumavadi ladamandavam gada bhave udaho asanakusumasaricidam
vagghacammavagunthidam via pavvadatilaam nama silapattaam gada bhave adu adhiakaduagandha-
sattacchadavanam pavittha bhave ahava alihidamiapakkhisankulam darupavvadaam gada bhave.

Where not explicitly stated otherwise, translations are mine.

8 See for instance Kamasiitra 1.4.15, and the commentary by Yasodhara.
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royal palace; an interesting passage says: samudragrhaprasadan giidhabhittisamcarams,
i.e. “samudragrhas and terraces (which seems here to be a good translation for
prasada) with secret passages in the walls.” The commentator on the Kamasiitra
Yasodhara (13" century) glosses samudragrha with dharagrha, and for Monier-Wil-
liams the latter word means ““a bath-room with flowing water, shower-bath.” We will
come across a dhardagrha later, in the Priyadarsika, where the structure is shown to
have its own garden. We must obviously think of a type of building refreshed by foun-
tains, or equipped with or surrounded by a pool.’

The pramadavana of the palace is central to the Malavikagnimitra. Here it is the
asoka tree around which, as is well known, salient moments of this work revolve.
Malavika is charged with gently kicking it to cause it to blossom, in accordance with
the legend that these trees need the touch of a young woman’s foot to satisty their
dohada, i.e. their pregnancy “cravings.” According to the well-known plot, since the
first queen, who should have performed the rite, has injured her foot falling from a
swing, Malavika is entrusted with the task in her place, and this causes the tree to
flower even before the five canonical nights have passed. This asoka appears to be
considered a very special tree: it is in fact called a tapaniydsoka, a “golden asoka,”
probably alluding to a rarer yellow colour of its flowers—as we know, the flowers of
the fully bloomed asoka are commonly red, and indeed, it also seems that a “red
asoka” (raktasoka) is not missing in the pramadavana of the palace (see for instance
MTL[5]).1°

A secondary character in the Malavikagnimitra is the guardian of the garden
(pramadavanapalika, udyanapalika); after the golden asoka has been honoured
by being kicked,!! she constructs a bench around the tree (vedikabandha, M V,
pravesaka), reminiscent of the circular seats still common in India around selected
trees, used both to honour them ritually and to sit and socialise in their shade.!? The
pramadavana, we are told, can be reached through a secret passage (gidhapatha,
M 1V.[4]+). Apart from—presumably—the samudragrhaka, the garden also has a
swing, dola, or more precisely a dolagrha (M 111.[12]+), literally “house of the
swing.” This is the place to which, in Act Three, the younger queen has invited Ag-
nimitra in vain, to share a moment of leisure with him; it is presumably a small pa-
vilion, possibly made of creepers, to provide shade. A brief dialogue between the
vidiisaka and Agnimitra is specifically devoted to the beauty of the pramadavana at
the height of spring, as it appears as they enter the place; womanly charm and flower-
ing nature condense into a single image, which imbues both the garden and spring
with a divine, feminine aura:

? See also the discussion in Balogh, Somogyi 2009: 268, and the note in Doniger 2006: 496. In my
Italian translation of the Kamasiitra (Pieruccini 2020: 170) I have rendered samudragrhas as “bathrooms;”
the translation may therefore need to be revised. Later on, “mechanical dharagrhas” (yantradharagrha)
are documented: see Ali 2016.

10 For some observations on the colours of the asoka flowers, see Balogh, Somogyi 2009: 254-255,
and Pieruccini 2022a: 218 and fn. 11.

" According to Katayavema’s commentary, the expression kidasakkara, Skr. krtasatkara, might
allude not so much to the ritual performed by Malavika, but to the fact that the tree was decorated, “e.g.
by plastering the ground around it with smooth mud and drawings designs there” (Balogh, Somogyi
2009: 273).

12 Cf. Balogh, Somogyi 2009: 272.
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Jester: What ho, comrade, look closely! Hoping to beguile you, the goddess of the
pleasure garden has donned a robe of spring flowers to shame the dresses of damsels.
King: I’m really astonished to see how

The lustre of the red asoka excels
the brightness of lac on bimba lips;
the kurabaka, red poised against dark,
outclasses face marks:
the tilaka flowers, bees clinging to them
like black dots, surpass forehead designs —
the goddess of spring seems to deride the ways
women embellish their faces. (M II1.[5])"3

Most of Act Two of the Vikramorvasiya takes place in the palace pramadavana.
Here too we are in spring, precisely at the moment of its first blossoming; later on,
the plot will unravel through other seasons. The king and the vidiisaka, in search of
solitude, enter the garden through a door (dvara, V' 11.[4]+), and sit on a seat adorned
with precious stones (manisilapatta) under a pavilion of atimukta vines
(atimuktalatamandapa), which have scattered flowers on the seat because of the
weight of the bees swarming there (V IL[7+];'* latagrha, V 11.[19]+). Nearby is a
“pleasure-hill” (kridaparvata, V' 11.[19]+). Urvasi and her companion Citralekha listen
to their conversation taking advantage of an enchantment that makes them invisible,
only showing themselves once they are certain that the king is in the grip of passion.

In the Abhijiianasakuntala the events of Act Six take place in the pramadavana
of Dugyanta’s palace; once again, we are in spring, at the time of the vasantotsava,
the “Spring festival,” dedicated to the god Kama. The garden is guarded by two guard-
ians (udyanapalika, A V1.[1]+). The apsaras Sanumati eavesdrops on their conversa-
tions and those with an attendant, and then, after the king has sent everyone else away,
she also listens to the dialogues between the latter and the vidiisaka, and to later
developments. Dusyanta is in the depths of despair because, since the recovery of
the ring has broken the spell, he can remember Sakuntala and his love for her. The
conversation between the king and the vidiisaka takes place in a madhavi bower, in
the privacy of which they sit, again, on a seat adorned with precious stones
(madhavimandapa, manisilapattaka, A V1.[8]+).

The royal palace garden plays a fundamental role in Harsa’s Priyadarsika and
Ratnavalt, and is particularly striking in the latter. It is of course important to note that,
as is well known, the author of these plays was himself a ruler, who sat on the throne
for some forty years in the first half of the 7® century, and whose reign came to extend
over much of Northern India. One may therefore wonder whether the gardens in these
two plays actually resemble “real” gardens in royal palaces—perhaps Harsa had the

3 vidiisakah: bho vassa, avahanena ditthim dehi! edam khu bhavandam vilohaidukamae
pamadavanalacchie juvaivesalajjavaittaam vasandakusumanevattham gahidam.

raja: nanu vismayad avalokayami: raktasokaruca visesitaguno bimbadharalaktakah
pratyakhyatavisesakam  kurabakam  Syamavadatarunam /  akranta  tilakakriyapi - tilakair
lagnadvirephanjanaih savajiieva mukhaprasadhanavidhau srir madhavi yositam //.

Translation Balogh, Somogyi 2009: 81-83, with minor graphic changes. For another stanza in which
Kalidasa merges the beauty of the pramadavana with the advent of spring and feminine beauty, cf. V'IL[7].

Y esa manisilapattasanaho adimuttaladamandavo bhamarasamghattapadidehim kusumehim [ ...].
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gardens of his residences in mind? Or, at least, one might think that the descriptions
given in these plays provide us with a quite accurate picture of an ideal garden.

The gardens in Harsa’s works never seem to be called pramadavana. In the
Priyadarsika we have the dharagrhodyana, the “garden of the dharagrha’: see above
for this building. The place is central to Act Two and part of Act Three. The focal point
of this garden and of the scenes that take place there is a pond (dirghika)® filled with
lotus flowers, and surrounded by a thicket of Sephalikas (Sephalikagulmantarita,
P I1.[3]+); through the trees on its banks one can catch a glimpse of a line of plastered
buildings (tatataruvivaralaksita saudhapali, P 11.[4]), presumably belonging to the royal
palace, and nearby there is a banana-bower (kadaligrha, P 11.[8]+, etc.; also kadaligulma).

An exchange between the viditsaka and King Udayana, who has come to this
garden in a fit of melancholy, is devoted to describing the luxuriant beauty of the
place; here is the beginning of the passage, spoken by the vidiisaka:

Jester: Come, let’s go! (walking around and looking) Look, my friend, look how
wonderful the garden of the fountain-house is. The various flowers that fall con-
tinuously on the surfaces of the stone slabs make them soft. The bees that swarm to
the perfume of the bakula and jasmine vines and cling to their fragrance are so
heavy that they break off networks of their flowers. Unchecked winds steal the per-
fume of the lotuses and force open the bandhuka stalks. And the dense tamala trees
hide the light of the sun. (P IL.[1]+)'°

Note that a “garden deity” (udyanadevata, P 11.[5]), to whom Priyadarsika is im-
mediately compared, is also evoked in connection with this place.

The girl has in fact come here in the company of a handmaiden for the task of gather-
ing flowers. Udayana and the vidiisaka are hidden by the vegetation and this is the mo-
ment when he catches sight of her for the first time and is instantly fascinated; and, when
the girl is attacked by a swarm of bees, he seizes the opportunity to come forward. Let
us recall the analogy with the famous episode in Act One of the Abhijrianasakuntala
(see below), where Dusyanta, hitherto secretly observing the protagonist and her friends,
comes out of his shelter precisely because Sakuntala is being annoyed by a bee. At the
beginning of the next Act of the Priyadarsika, in the very same garden, monologues
and eavesdropping make it clear that both the girl and the king are now tormented by
passion. Finally, it may be added that these scenes in the garden do not take place in
spring, since immediately after these events the plot unfolds with a theatrical perform-
ance to celebrate the kaumudimahotsava, which occurs in autumn. Another festival,
utsava, is also mentioned in the play, for which the ladies of the court are invited to go
to the manmathodyana, the “Garden of the god Love,” or “of passion” (P IIL[3]+).

But it is above all the Ratnavali that dwells on the garden, or perhaps it is better
here to speak of a variety of gardens belonging to the royal palace. The characters
move in different areas marked by groves and pavilions, which the text unequivocally

15 The term dirghika, derived from dirgha, “long,” obviously appears to indicate an oblong-shaped
pond.

' bho ehi, gacchamha. (parikramyavalokya ca) bho vaassa, pekkha pekkha aviradapadantavivi-
hakusumasuumalasilaalucchangassa, parimalanilinamahuarabharabhaggabaiilamaladiladajalaassa,
kamalagandhagahanuddamamarudaparjavabuddhabandhiiabandhanassa, aviralatamalatarupihidata-
pappadsassa assa dharagharujjanassa sassariaam.

Translation Doniger 2006: 323, with minor graphic modifications.
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places in the palace area. However, it seems impossible to establish whether Harsa
was really thinking of a real and realistic map, so to speak, on which to locate these
composite and multiform green and flowery spaces, or whether the various elements
are mentioned without any attempt to give them a precise position in a logical-spatial
scheme. We can summarise these elements as follows:

a) Act One takes place during the Spring festival, dedicated to the god Kama (mada-
namahotsava), celebrated in the city in a manner reminiscent of modern Holi. On
this occasion Vasavadatta, the queen, invites her spouse Udayana to go with her
to the makarandodyana, the “Garden of nectar,” to honour the god Love at a red
asoka, and part of the Act takes place in this garden, amidst its lush spring vegeta-
tion. Here Ratnavali, who appears as one of the queen’s handmaidens, secretly ob-
serves the rite and sees King Udayana: she initially mistakes him for the god Love
himself and is fascinated by him.

b) The events of Act Two take place in a banana-bower (kadaligrha, which according
to the Colophon is also the title of the Act; or kadaligulma), near which there is a
pond (dirghika, R 11.26) filled with lotuses, and among the nearby tamala trees
(tamalavitapa, R 11.[3]+, tamalavithika, R 11.[18]+): this is the setting for the usual
soliloquies manifesting love, confidences and overheard words of passion, with
the participation of a gracula that has heard and memorised everything. This is
also where the king falls in love, his passion initially aroused because he has seen
a painting of Ratnavali.

¢) Act Three is when the contrived love meeting between Udayana and Ratnavali
should take place, in the evening, in the pavilion of madhavi (madhavi-
latamandapa, R 111.[6+], etc.), a meeting that is however bound to fail. This pavilion
has special furnishings: it is said to have a stone floor and a bench, both of which
are inlaid with emeralds (masrnamarakatamanisilakuttima, marakatamanisilavedika,
R IIL.[8]+). Perhaps this pavilion is in the makarandodyana itself (cf. R 11L.[7]+);
the king and the vidiisaka rely on the scent of the vegetation to reach it in the dark:"”

This is certainly the row of campaka trees, and
that is the beautiful sinduvara.

And this is the dense avenue of bakula trees,
and that the row of trumpet flowers.

Even though the path is veiled by twice as much
darkness in this garden,

you can clearly discern it by the sign of
the trees that you can identify

simply by smelling and smelling
each different perfume. (R I11.[8])"®

17 A description of the way in which the palace garden was regularly laid out with paths and alleys
demarcated by flowering trees that offered a reference point in the dark is found in an episode in Dandin’s
Dasakumaracarita, when one of the characters, Upaharavarman, sets out for a secret rendezvous with the
queen in a madhavi bower well-appointed for a love meeting (Dasakumaracarita ed. Kale 1966: 113 Text;
cf. Ali 2003: 238).

18 paliyam campakanam niyatam ayam asau sundarah sinduvarah sandra vithi tatheyam
bakulavitapinam patalapanktir esa / aghrayaghraya gandham vividham adhigataih padapair evam asmin
vyaktim panthah prayati dvigunataratamo nihnuto 'pi esa cihnaih //.

Translation Doniger 2006: 193, with minor graphic modifications.
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When the encounter fails, Ratnavali tries to take her own life by hanging herself
from the asoka tree using a noose made from a madhavi creeper. (R 111.[15]+). Here
the love symbolism of the creeper, the woman, clinging to a tree, the beloved man, is
indirectly evoked; such symbolism, as is well known, is extremely widespread in
kavya and in the Indian literary imagination in general,' and is referred to again in
the Abhijiianasakuntala. The fact that the tree involved here is the asoka is directly
connected to the events in Act One, when Ratnavali, secretly observing the worship
of the god Love celebrated at this tree, mistakes Udayana for the god himself: one
may indeed assume that, in the author’s intention, the asoka in question is the same.

But in the first part of this work a sort of unifying thread concerns two other climb-
ing plants, a madhavi in full bloom, which is dear to the queen, and a navamalika,
which Udayana, in a playful challenge, wants to make bloom out of season. We im-
mediately come across these two plants in Act One, on the way to the asoka (R
L.[18]+), and elsewhere there is mention of the fact that the navamalika is not far from
the banana bower (R I1.[19]+). After their introduction in Act One, we learn that a
man named Srikhandadasa, who came from a place called Sﬁparvata, has instructed
the King on what his favourite plant needs to make it flower early (R I, pravesaka),
and finally that the navamalika has indeed blossomed (see R I1.[3+]). Note that the
passages cited above use the verb parigrah-, essentially meaning “to marry,” to de-
scribe the relationships between the king and queen and their respective plants; the
two characters have “married” their favourite creeper. Marriage practices between a
man or woman and a tree are documented by folklore right up to modern times in
India;?° one of the purposes of such ceremonies seems to be to eliminate any inauspi-
ciousness that might otherwise fall on an authentic marriage between two persons. Of
course, here in the Ratnavali we have instead a sort of game, perhaps intended to echo
precisely such customs, and reformulating them in a light-hearted manner.

As for making plants flower or bear fruit out of season, this seems to be a wide-
spread ambition in the Indian art of cultivation. An allusion found in the Ramayana
(ed. Gorresio, VII1.45.3), referring to the asokavanika of Ayodhya, where Rama and
Sita spend their last moments of serenity, makes such results appear to be almost works
of magic: “there were trees blossoming out of season, produced by experts, with
flowers of many kinds, which seemed to be crafted by magic.”*! Many centuries later,
concrete information on these practices is offered by the Manasollasa, the famous en-
cyclopaedic work composed at the court of Somes$vara 111, king of the Western Cha-
lukyas, who reigned between 1126 and 1138, and to whom the work’s authorship is
traditionally attributed. In one of its sections devoted to cultivation and the sovereign’s
gardens (V.1, Bhiidharakridd), the Manasolldsa takes considerable interest in ex-
pounding—apparently, rather fanciful—horticultural remedies aimed at achieving,
besides other spectacular effects, uninterrupted fruiting or flowering.?*> At any rate,

19 Cf., in the same Ratnavalr, 1.[20].

20 For information on these practices see Gupta 1960, passim, and especially Thankappan Nair’s
article included there (Nair 1960); and Parkin 1997.

2 akalapuspas taravah Silpibhih parikalpitah / te puspita bahuvidha babhur mayakrta iva //.

22 Stanzas V.1.35-37; 39-41; 44-45; 67-68; 90-94 allude to perennial fruit-bearing or flowering.
The reference text is Shrigondekar’s edition of the Manasollasa (vol. 111, 1961). A general analysis of
this section and the following one, entitled Vanakrida (V.2) and entirely dedicated to the wonders of
the royal garden and the amusements the ruler should enjoy there, can be found in Ali 2012. The first
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the playful challenge, in the Ratnavali as a whole, suggests an even more personal in-
volvement of the sovereign-poet in the art of gardening.

In the fourth and last Act the Ratnavali moves away from trees and flowers, but
a last glimpse of its gardens is offered by an enchanting stanza describing the illusory
burning of the palace by a magician. These gardens may possibly be those of the gy-
naeceum, with tall trees and a pleasure-hill:

A fire has just broken out all of a sudden

in the women’s quarters,
terrifying the women as it flares up.
Its heaps of flames
give the palaces beautiful golden turrets.
The scorched tips of the dense trees

in the garden show

how excessively sharp its heat is.
And the clouds of smoke that fall

on the artificial hill
make it look like a dark cloud full of water. (R IV.[14])*

Between Temples and Hermitages

The ten Acts of Bhavabhuti’s Malatimadhava do not depict the love affair of a
sovereign: here the male protagonist, Madhava, and his lover Malat are the son and
daughter respectively of two ministers; and, while the plots in the works examined
above took place entirely or to a large extent in a royal palace, here the settings are
different and varied. However, even here some decisive scenes are set in gardens,
along the lines we have already encountered; the main difference is that these are not,
in fact, the gardens of royal palaces, but rather a garden whose location is not specified,
and gardens attached to religious institutions.

In Act One we are faced with a garden within a garden—or, if you prefer, a garden
raised to the power of two. In fact, the scene takes place in a garden called the “Garden
of the young bakula(s)” (balabakulodyana, MM 1.[19]+), which is where Madhava
exchanges confidences with his friend Makaranda and is overheard by his own faithful
servant, who then shows the portrait Malatt had painted of him. Malatt had already
fallen in love with Madhava when, looking out from her window, she saw him passing
in the street.

Madhava’s confidences concern the events that took place shortly before in
another garden. This garden is initially called makarandodyana, “Garden of nectar”
(MM 1.[15]+), but then it is repeatedly called madanodyana, “Garden of Madana,”
i.e. of the god Love; it houses a temple of Kama (kamadevayatana, garbhabhavana,
MM 1.[20]+), and is the location for the spring celebrations in honour of the god

part of the adhydya V.1, which deals properly with horticultural care, is translated and commented on
in Sadhale, Nene 2010.

2 harmyanam hemasrngasriyam iva nicayair arcisam adadhanah sandrodyanadrumagraglapana-
pisunitatyantativrabhitapah / kurvan kridamahidhram sajalajaladharasyamalam dhimapatair esa
plosartayosijjana iha sahasaivotthito 'ntahpure 'gnih //.

Translation Doniger 2006: 259.
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(madanamahotsava, cf. MM 1.[15]+).2* The occasional name makarandodyana recalls
the Ratnavali (cf. supra), and may even echo here the name of the protagonist’s friend.
We learn that in this garden Madhava had been sitting by a pool of water around a
young bakula tree (balabakulasyalavalaparisare, MM 1.[20]+), whose fallen flowers
he used to make a garland—which becomes a pledge of love throughout the play—
and here, initially unseen, he caught his first glimpse of Malatt who had come to visit
the temple, instantly falling in love with her. The colophon entitles this first Act
bakulavitht, “Row of bakulas.”

Act Three takes place in a garden called kusumakara, roughly “Treasury of
flowers,” attached to a temple of Sankara, i.e. Siva (Samkaragrhasambaddham
kusumakaram namodyanam), where there is a thicket of red asokas bordering a kub-
Jjaka arbour (kubjakanikuiijaparyantaraktasokagahane, MM 111, pravesaka).?® The
plan is for Madhava to see Malati again when she comes here to honour the god by
gathering and offering him flowers. Madhava sees her and listens to the dialogues un-
seen; Malat1 catches a glimpse of him for a moment, but events take a different turn
due to the irruption of a tiger, which breaks down the barriers of secrecy—and pro-
motes love between Madayantika, Malati’s friend, and Makaranda, who saves her
from the ferocious animal. Besides, the text offers us a very brief hint of the garden
belonging to minister Bhiirivasu (Malati’s father), from which fragrant winds of
flowers blow towards the young woman, further kindling her passion as she languishes
inside the palace (MM IIL.[12]+).

The last of the gardens in which Bhavabhiiti sets the events of the Malatimdadhava
appears at the end of Act Six. Here the nun Kamandaki invites Madhava and Malati,
who has just escaped marriage to Nandana, to go through a grove of trees
(vrksagahana) to the “walled garden” (udyanavata) that lies behind her monastery
(asmadviharikayah pascad) (MM V1.[18]+), where the two can celebrate their wed-
ding. In the invitation, Kamandaki presents this garden—mentioning, it should be
noted, a utilitarian type of vegetation:

With its fruited areca palms bowed down and skeined with betel vine,

The vine-leaves pale as the cheek of a lovelorn Kerala maiden,

And its chatter of artless fowl pecking the jujube berries,

And its edges of swaying lime-trees, that ground will be prosperous to your love.
(MM V1.[19])%

Act Eight is also set here, offering a few more scant details about this udyanavata:
there is a pond with a stone slab on its bank (dirghikatatasilatala), where the two
lovers are sitting after an evening bath (MM VIII, pravesaka), and also a thicket of
trees (udyanagahana, MM VIIL[8]+; [11]+).

24 This temple garden is also called manmathodyana (MM 11.[2]+), kamakanana (MM TI1.[12]+;
VIIL[5]+), or anangamandirangana (MM 1X.[43]+).

2 The term alavala denotes a small ditch dug around a tree for the purpose of creating a basin for ir-
rigation. See Amarakosa 1.9.29, and Raghuvamsa 1.51.

26 The name of the garden recurs several times throughout the Act and beyond, and the temple is
constantly called Samkaragrha.

27 gadhotkanthakathorakeralavadhiigandavapanducchadais tambilipatalaih pinaddhaphalinavya-
namrapigadrumah / kakkoliphalajagdhimugdhavikiravyaharinas tadbhuvo bhagah prenkhitamatu-
lungavrtayah preyo vidhdsyanti vam //.

Translation Coulson 1981: 375.
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Although, as we have seen, Bhavabhiiti fully exploits the dramatic potentialities
of the garden setting, it must be stressed that he only seems sporadically interested in
exalting its natural beauty in the Malatimadhava. On the contrary, there are ample,
spectacular and richly poetic mentions of plants and animals in the passages devoted
to wild nature in Act Nine, where Madhava is desperately searching in the forest for
Malati who has been kidnapped.?®

But let us now return to the Abhijiianasakuntala. Here, and this is the point worth
noting, the flowery, tree-lined spaces of Kanva’s asrama and the banks of the Malint
have essentially the same characteristics and play the same dramatic roles as the places
mentioned so far, i.e. real gardens. The events of this work to be commented on here
are so famous that it is almost embarrassing to recall them; nevertheless, a brief sum-
mary is called for.

We are in the hot season. Interrupting his hunting expedition, Dusyanta enters
the hermitage and catches sight of Sakuntala and her two companions carrying their
jars of water with which they are going to water the young trees. He is immediately
fascinated by the vision and secretly observes the scene. The girls’ conversations
are full of amorous allusions playing on the image of the tree and the creeper
mentioned above. While Sakuntala is standing next to a kesara tree, her friend
Priyamvada compares her beauty to a creeper embracing the tree (4 1.[18]+).
Next they discuss the navamalika which Sakuntala herself has called vanajyotsna,
i.e. “Moonlight of the wood,” and which has “chosen to be the bride”
(svayamvaravadhii) of a mango tree; Sakuntala’s attitude towards the happy union
is jokingly read by Priyamvada as indicating her friend’s desire to obtain an equally
worthy bridegroom (4 1.[19]+).%° Sakuntala is then bothered by a bee which causes
Dusyanta to come out of hiding; he is made to sit (4 [.[22]+) on a seat, vedikd, in
the shade of a saptaparna tree. Now, Kalidasa seems perfectly aware that this is a
displaced scene, so to speak, for later on (A4 I1.[12]+) he will have the vidiisaka say
to Dusyanta: “I see you have transformed a penance-grove (tapovana) into a garden
(upavana).”**

Again, the banks of the Malini where Act Three takes place also share the char-
acteristics of a “garden,” with regard to both events and details. Here Sakuntala, af-
flicted by passion, is cared for by her friends; Dusyanta is hidden at first, but, once he
hears the reasons for the girl’s torment, he comes forward and finally proposes a
Gandharva marriage. The scene occurs in a pavilion of creepers surrounded by reeds
(vetasapariksipte latamandape A 111.[5]+),3! with a stone seat (Silapatta A 111.[6]+)?

28 A similar observation can be made about the Vikramorvasiya, where much space is also reserved
for wild nature. This happens throughout Act Four, when Urvas, in a fit of jealousy and forgetting that
women are not allowed to enter the forest of the god Kumara, violates the ban and is transformed into a
lata, a creeper, and Puriiravas searches for her in despair. As is well known, these passages from these
two works are deeply related; see Pieruccini (forthcoming).

% The image of the tree and the creeper is a kind of common thread running through the first
part of the work: it also recurs in 4 III.[10]+, and in 4 IV.[12+]-[13], here again with reference to
vanajyotsna.

30 krtam tvayopavanam tapovanam iti pasyami. The term upavana is defined by the Amarakosa
(11.4.2) as “artificial forest” (krtrimam vanam).

3UAlso: latavalaya A TIL[4]+; [22]+; [23]+; vetasagrha A TIL[24].

2 Also: Silatala A N.[16]+; Sila A T11.[24].
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strewn with flowers to receive Sakuntala’s body burning with love. Here too we have,
in essence, the usual ingredients.?

However, Kalidasa presents the trees of the fapovana, at least in part, in a myth-
ical-fantastic light, evoking the divinities that dwell in them. In Act Four, Kanva asks
the trees to consent to Sakuntala’s departure, and the tapovanadevatas grant it
(A TV.[9]-[10]+). The trees of the hermitage provide Sakuntala with a kind of dowry:

One tree put forth an auspicious linen garment, pale as the moon; another exuded
the lac for dying the feet; others gave the ornaments, through the hands of the sylvan
deities emerging up to the wrist and contending with the sprouting of the new leaves.
(A TV.[5])*

On the other hand, mythical-supernatural elements are an important component
of the Abhijiianasakuntala in general terms, just as they are in the Vikramorvasiya.
Let us discuss the magical and supernatural (or unnatural) nature in a few concluding
remarks, commenting, first of all, on its widespread absence in the gardens considered
in these pages.

Concluding Remarks: Otherworldly Gardens, Innovation, and on the Stage

If the vegetation in Kanva’s tapovana appears to be endowed with special powers,
much more imaginative is the nature briefly alluded to later in the Abhijrianasakuntala
regarding a celestial hermitage. In Act Seven, in Marica’s heavenly dsrama we meet in
fact—besides the usual jewelled seats (ratnasilatala)—the fabulous mandara trees,
wishing trees (kalpavrksa) and golden lotuses (karicanapadma) (A VIL[11]+-[12]). Now,
in Sanskrit literature, trees and flowers of gold and precious stones, lakes with sand
made of gold and so on, variously played out, are characteristic of fabulous, otherworldly
and heavenly places. We find them in the Ramayana, for example in the asokavanika
of Lanka (especially V.12-13) and in the country of the Uttarakurus, in the far North
(IV.42.39-41), in the description of Indra’s paradise in the Saundarananda of Asvaghosa
(X.19-27), and in terms of extraordinary opulence in the Mahayana paradises depicted
in the Sukhavativyiihasitras. T have dealt with these passages in detail elsewhere.?

Alongside extensive practical gardening advice, and an extremely ample catalogue
of “natural” plants and other precious embellishments, such vegetation is also men-
tioned in the Manasollasa (e.g. V.1.102-103; 114-115; 119), regarding the desired fea-
tures of a king’s garden. Of course, it cannot be ruled out that such wonders might
sometimes have been created in the gardens of the sovereigns of medieval India. How-
ever, in the “human” gardens of the works considered in these pages there is not the

33 In addition, in an attempt to remind Dusyanta of their love, in Act Five Sakuntala mentions an epi-
sode that occurred while the two were in a navamalika bower (navamalikamandapa), evidently located
in or near the hermitage (4 V.[21]+).

3% ksaumam kenacid indupandu taruna mangalyam aviskrtam nisthyitas caranopabhogasulabho
laksarasah kenacit / anyebhyo vanadevatakaratalair aparvabhogotthitair dattany abharanani
tatkisalayodbhedapratidvandvibhih //.

3 See in particular Pieruccini 2014, 2021, where this comparison with the instead entirely “natural” qual-
ities of Sanskrit theatre gardens is also mentioned, and 2022a. We briefly recall that, just as happens in the
hermitage of Kanva, we find trees offering robes and ornaments in the passages about the country of the
Uttarakurus in the Ramayana (IV.42.45-46), and about Indra’s paradise in the Saundarananda (X.20; 22-23).

[13] 223



slightest trace of them, and this leads us to think that it is reasonably certain that cor-
responding practices were absent in antiquity: this “nature” made of precious substances
belongs primarily to the literary fantasy of extraordinary, magical and paradisical
places. As a matter of fact, on the whole, and even though they are built on recurring
elements and situations, these court plays seem to offer some reliable data on how the
gardens of royal palaces and other institutions in ancient India were designed, as well
as on how they were enjoyed, albeit through the filter of literary conventions.

As we know, literary conventions are essential to ka@vya, and we have seen them
fully applied here: gardens represent a well-defined fopos in these plays. It is practically
impossible to establish who was the first to fully introduce this topic and in general the
topoi of kavya, not least because of presumable gaps in the tradition. But I would like
to stress the extent to which in the works examined the poets manage to introduce vari-
ations on the theme.*® The first to be considered is the importance given to the garden
itself in the context of the work. In this case, the author who gives the greatest space to
royal palace gardens is certainly Harsa, and he does this in a very striking way in the
Ratnavali. A second point involves the introduction of particular interactions between
the characters and the garden’s vegetation. Here the most significant motifs appear in
the Malavikagnimitra, and again in the Ratndavali. In the latter work, the “marriage”
between a character and a plant may derive, as we have seen, from a folkloric practice.
Another very interesting aspect of the motif’s elaboration concerns Kalidasa, who
seems to be well aware that Sakuntala and Dusyanta’s love needs a setting that has all
the characteristics of a “true” garden. A further point is the introduction of artificial el-
ements functional to the plot, such as the “water pavilion,” samudragrhaka or
dharagrha. And let us recall that Bhavabhiiti, who in turn is well aware of the tradition,
chose to transfer the royal palace gardens to places that suit his characters and plot.

To conclude, a last brief consideration may be appropriate. We have dealt here
with certain aspects of the texts of the plays, but we have merely touched on their
poetic values. Nor have we examined, since this was also well beyond the scope of
this article, how the situations were staged, that is the performing techniques. As is
well known, classical Sanskrit theatre did not make use of backdrops, painted scenery,
or ancillary props; both the action and the identification of the stage areas were totally
entrusted to acting, music and dance,’” and the gardens we have been dealing with
were also evoked in this way, in all their details. Now, these described and evoked
gardens can certainly be counted among what are nowadays called mindscapes. These
gardens are landscapes, or rather a category of landscapes, that undoubtedly stem, as
we have tried to underline, from a widespread experience of “real” gardens, which
are restructured on the stage in an intermediate point between sensoriality, imagination
and competence—both in representation and the necessary understanding by the pub-
lic of connoisseurs. Thus, the garden of the Sanskrit theatre builds a space charged
with experience, acted and induced emotions, and skills, which constitutes in fact a
landscape of the mind, created on stage through a consolidated imagery and conven-
tions shared between poets, actors, and audience.

36 T have devoted a specific paper to the subject (Pieruccini forthcoming), somewhat complementary
to the present one.

37 In the extensive bibliography on the subject Raghavan 1993 [1981] and Vatsyayan 1993 [1981]
are of note.
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APPENDIX

This list includes the names of plants, trees and flowers that the authors refer to explicitly as
being in gardens in the works under consideration. As for the Abhijiianasakuntala, A1 refers
to the vegetation of the places that, according to our analysis, play the same role as “true”
gardens in the dramatic plot.

ambhoruha: P, amra: A; aravinda: A1, MM, asana: S; asoka: M, V, R; atimukta: V;, bakula: P,
R, MM, bandhujiva: S; bandhiika: P; bijapuraka: M; campaka: R, MM, ciita: M, V, A, A,
darbha: Al; kadalt: P, R; kakkolt: MM, kamala: P; kamalint: P, R; karicanara: MM, kasa: S,
kaundr: V; kesara: V, Al, MM, kubjaka: MM, kunda: MM; kurabaka: M, V, A, Al; kusa: A1,
kuvalaya: P; madhavt: S, V, A, R; makanda: MM; malati: P; matulunga: MM, nalini: P, R;
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navamalika: Al, R; nilotpala: P; padma: P; padmint: R; pankaja: P; patala: R; priyangu: S, M;
piga: MM; raktasoka: M, R, MM, sahakara: M, V, Al, R, MM; saptacchada: S, P; saptaparna:
P, Al; Sephalika: S, P; sinduvara: R; Sirtsa: P; tamala: P, R; tambult: MM, tapaniyasoka: M,
tilaka: M; vetasa: Al.
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