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wonderful India: interior and outer
landscapes in Indian classical poetry

DantELA RosseLLA, University of Milan
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art during the so-called colonialist era: it is plain that - under the aegis
i o b - e

of "orientalism” — figurative arts played a significant role in the con

struction of a vision of India both Jp[‘c.ﬂlllu and 111i3~lt.1(i!11\:

As for the Indian poetry, I wish to underline that, above all in love

poems, the real and objective landscapes always become (or are closely

interwoven with) interior landsc apes. Nature (its scenery, ﬂuru‘ tauna,
etc.) and time-units (hours, nights and days, seasons, etc.) of course
remain the same, but they reflect and echo the inner panoramas.

It is surely correct to affirm that the great Vedic tradition reaches
an identifiable epoch around the end of the first millennium B.CE.,
and that, on the literary level (though not on the religious one), a sec-
ular tradition comes to replace the religious one that had informed
the poetry of the fourfold Veda. In this new literary tradition, the
main role is played — as some scholars have correctly remarked - by
Nature and love

In this new period, the theme of secular love is without doubt
a new element in Sanskrit literature (even if at least some hymns
of the Atharvaveda echo - without positively celebrating ~ various
aspects of the earthly passions); but the same cannot be said about
the depiction of Nature, for Nature had already been vividly present
in the Veda as akind of numinous presence, sometimes benevolent,
sometimes dangerous. But Nature has a new aspect in the post-Vedic
literature: in the Veda, natural phenomena had been worshipped and
invoked, and experienced as parts of a superhuman sphere (even if
they remain “natural” in the strict meaning of the term). Vedic man’s
natural environment was not on terms of emotional equality with
Vedic man. But in post-Vedic Sanskrit literature, nature interpen-
etrates with the emotional life of humankind.

These “Vedic powers” or deities (sun, moon, sky, earth, rain, trees, etc.)
were not much more than names used to point out particular func-
tions of the world beyond the control of men, functions to be propiti-
ated, coaxed, or kept at a distance. Therefore they are to be respected,

{ very often, feared; and therefore, too, Vedic nature is an arena

ina
.|-|rs.r the exercise of prescriptions and rules, for only they can guaran-
ee the right course of Nature: a right course unconsciously defined by
human need: and therefore “right order” and “right behaviour” have
the same name: dharma. Vedic man was conscious of being (active-
ly and passively) bound to natural powers and phenomena, and, as
a consequence, he felt the duty of “worshipping” them. On the other
hand. these natural “elements” were also devas, that is, people, and
Vedic man knew that these people, like any others, needed to be re-
invigorated, and kept in their ordained, “natural” place, by means of
the binding efficacy of rites.

Classical poetry testifies to a quite different attitude to man’s envi-
ronment: a sense of “elective affinity” replaces the Vedas’ reverential
fear, and its counterparts, ritually effective words and deeds. Nature
retains its importance in human life, but a new human relationship
with nature has been born: without altogether deleting the magical and
sacred aspects of certain natural phenomena, the poet is now chiefly
concerned to cast them in the role of co-protagonists in the love sto-
ries of humankind. In other words, analogy replaces contrast: natu-
ral phenomena are no more observed with cautious and circumspect
glances, but are exploited for their potential to furnish eloquent terms
of comparison, and to act as companions and messengers of women
and men in their amorous vicissitudes. And when a character prays or
invokes them, the purpose is no longer to control their numinous and
mysterious energy, but (so to speak) to remind them that they are part
of a whole, that is, of a globalized emotional world: with the paradoxi-
cal consequence that, sometimes, they are again "worshipped”, and
<ometimes, on the contrary, cursed: but now, they are worshipped and
cursed not as personal gods, but as people who are lovers and friends.

At the same time, a reciprocal relation is now vividly perceived to
exist between various phenomena, a relation that no longer seems to
be due to dharmic order alone, but also to a sort of emotional com-
panionship, as if Nature itself was now regulated not only by dharma,




but by kdma too. So that, for instance, the behaviour of animals is
often used as an example of certain sentiments and of certain rhnh
ments in the love stories of humankind: an animal couple ;\ oft ~[)-
cited as a touching example of passion that endures forever ‘\.ud t:ll:

ural phenomena - clouds and rivers, creepers and trees - are seen to

be in love

The connection between a concrete and actual landscape and its
interior counterpart is no mere scholarly fantasy: on the contrary, in
Indian poetry there appears a “third” vista, a vista that n-pn'r-unl-; 50
to speak, the offspring of the inner and outer words. Thus, rhn.t;!-!h
this interplay between lovers, and between lovers and world, a new
world is born: so that being in love (or other existential situations)
is located in (and expressed by, and explained by) natural phcnm;n
ena. And the converse also becomes true: to describe a natural scene
means to depict (amidst and through a now reborn and re-evaluated
scenery) passions, sorrows, hopes and despairs.

In kdvya from the Sattasai onward, landscapes and vistas mirror
human sentiments. Now, this does not imply that Nature in itself has
no aesthetic value for poets and their audience beyond its function
as a mirror of human life, or that all the aspects of the landscape are
necessarily charged with a symbolic meaning; but in general, even
when nature is represented at its most literal in kavya, its literary role
as an evoker of the human is unmistakable (though Nature is aiways
more itself in the kdvya than it was in the Veda). Each landscape def-
initely offers a repertoire of images of which one, or all, can be used
to symbolize and evoke a specific emotion. Thus, the descriptions of
landscapes may be concise or diffuse. In other words, an allusion ei-
ther to a general, panoramic, view, or to a single particular, is enough
to set the scene, and to call the corresponding sentimental landscape
to mind. On the other hand, the descriptions may be dilated: so that
either a detailed description of a scene, or a single object described
with a lot of particulars, powerfully and effectively mirror the emo-
tional panorama.
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The case of the Rtusamhara is emblematic. The miniatures of this
little poem reveal the constant relationships between atmospheric
phenomena, the landscape, flora and fauna, and above all, hurf'.an-
Lind. Thus, the noises, colours and smells that mark the cycle of the

seasons merge with (and are indistinguishable from) the jingling of

anklets and bracelets, the sighs of persons in love, garlands, powders
and kajal, and lovers' tears and joys. In the Meghadita, Kalidasa is
often virtually a poetic photographer of his landscapes, showing an
astonishing fidelity to his sensory data: a fidelity that, nevertheless,
springs nul only from direct observation, but also from the creative

transfiguration of traditional and canonised motives.

This shows that, in the kavya, a landscape is not necessarily the sum
of a complete set of elements, because a single element can evoke an
entire landscape, and vice versa. One of the miracles of the fully de-
veloped kavya is its capacity for selecting a set of canonized topics that,
very often by means of a single word, like monsoon, cakora, kadamba,
lotus, falling bracelets, etc., are able to sketch an entire landscape, both
real and interiorly reflected, On the other hand (in a play, so to speak,
of macrocosms and microcosms), a fully described scenery indicates
the individual emotional condition of a character, so that, for instance,
for a suffering nayika a sumptuous panorama (that the poet minutely
portrays) summarises and condenses her personal desolation.

To cite just two images very widespread already in the Sattasai: for
an abandoned girl the mere sight of a bee flying among different flow-
ers evokes the inconstancy of her unfaithful lover: the separation be-
tween lovers is not portrayed or recalled, because describing this scene
is sufficient to describe her suffering. On the other hand, the pano-
ramic sight of the monsoons with their various phenomena induces in
the ndyikas’ minds either joy or sorrow. Of course, this very same play
between a single particular and wholly portrayed scenery may assume
different meanings, because Nature is constant, but, obviously, the con-
dition of persons in love is anything but. For instance, the complete
description of the spring (with lotuses in blossom on the ponds, starry
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erent roles, and are cited for different purposes: to provide similes or
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metaphors; to evoke the emotional status of a character: to announce
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or depict a particular season (with all its sentimental implications);
and sometimes, to give some ethical instructions. .

Both in a kosa and in

v a khandakavya, in every single stanza these
C Em rent types of description take their turns: the process that takes
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place in poetry is always that of the accumulation, amplification, and

il a1 I g
::I:ii”t]:\tlf‘ IIII::;:I:::Il;-‘l::::]‘\” L!:luh:rt:.l[l\]fu.s.,..u in figurative art, moun
a, etc,, are always the same, but the result-
ing pictures are always different. Miniatures and large frescoes evoke
the emotions of rasikas, as they do those of the Lh.lr\.'l(ll.'rﬁ within the
poems themselves. If vou prefer, it is Nature's very constancy that as-
sists the portrayal of the inconstancy of the human heart.

Let me recall some stanzas of the Sattasai, in which, as we know,
natural images, views and landscapes are the most recurrent fmmcl
Even though every one of its stanzas may be appreciated, tasted, on
its own, it is nevertheless true that this anthology gives us a varied but
coherent and complete picture (in this case) of the scenes typical of
the village and the countryside. In other words, this kosa -.!\ra whole
provides a good picture of both Nature and of Society as they existed
in ancient India, especially in Deccan. In stanza 10 the pan;rrama s,
as it were, held together by a creeper — the love that binds the lovers
together; a woman uses a detailed description of the moon to send
a sort of message to her distant lover (16); a village scene eloquently
evokes the fire of separation (43); the portrayal of spring inspires fear

not sure of her partner’s love (97); for a girl, the

1 i [ - 155¢€ B Al answers 1]]"
ription of the site of the (missed) re ndezvous an

king her lover the reason
as they are so often depicted in
v (128); it is hoped

in a woman who is

careful desc : : ; -
irpose of as for his disappearance (110);
Pl Posc as
the typical elements of the spring
2 lonely woman to sing a sad sor

poetry - induce :
‘ will discourage the lover from

that the mango bud - herald of spring
A complete and evocative landscape ap

departing ( 143); and so on i
122, 125, 133),

pears in some stanzas of the Amarusataka (118, 119,
in which, with that cycle’s usual refined simplicity, the poet sketches
in detail natural settings that are perfectly mirrored in the women's
emotional landscapes.

As the Agnipurana maintains (334,10), “The
<elf in the immense, shoreless ocean of poetry. Like Prajapati, the
a new universe of love

poet is Prajapati him

poet changes the appearance of the universe..
is reborn in his poem.” The role of the poet = anew demiurge and
seer — is that of transforming the objective views of the world, and
converting their description into an instrument of knowledge of the
human heart

The power of a poet is that of revealing what is concealed under the
images, that is, the secret structure of their relationships. And this is
how the “interior geography” becomes known: the consonance and
harmony between the natural settings, and the emotional conditions
of the characters who inhabit them, are so great, that it is no longer
possible to distinguish between what is real and what happens in the
heart of the protagonists.

Very often the factual and “prosaic” topographical description goes
side by side with a highly conventionalised “lyrical” description of
Nature: the scene usually dissolves into an account of the character’s
emotions, and this allows another “shift” - that towards the mytho-
logical or divine or magical aspects of Nature, which, through the
visual representation of the characters, acquire the same reality as
Nature proper. This happens because, behind a natural phenomenon

{that can be per se propitious or not for the poetical characters, as
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‘tt,c n[']nh I:r lovers, perhaps to relieve the (sometimes pleasant!) dan-
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: . Similarly, a woman with a beautiful face shining like the
moon is told that she need not be afraid of Rahu, demon of

(Bhaminivilasa 11, 1). The red e

: asoka tree, considere > the me
senger of Lord Kama, rebukes the men who have .th.i'l:dr:;::; t[]l::;
mistresses (Subhasitaratnakosa 160); the benevolent Creator himself
has drawn the perfect and divine “aggregation” of elements lha.l is
the beloved woman's body (ibid,, 415; see also, for instance n‘!:;'d 430‘1
but the very same God falls (so to speak) into cunl‘usion.cuc.;lv in.
constructing her body with natural elements (ibid., 433; see also, for
instance, ibid.,, 442); etc. Nevertheless, often divine |nlcn’emmn.iﬁ‘n0t
s0 sympathetic: for instance, in stanza I, 4 of the Bhaminivildasa ivolh
female cakoras and girls in love are waiting for Kama's Iovr-ind‘ucing
arrows: why does the Creator - in such an auspicious setting as this -
deliberately darken the moon with clouds. thwarting the anticipated
love trysts? And why (ibid., 11, 102) (a woman asks God) does only
rain fall from the sky, and not beautiful men? In many other SWIB;

realms of bliss is mocked, be-
be found:

the ascetic’s striving after imperishable
cause only in this life, and in passions, 15 the true ananda to

here we find neither concord nor hostility between different spheres,

indifference towards so-called heaven. See (to give

but only a laughing .
only a few examples) stanzas 21 and 24 of the Spngaratilaka; stanzas
. as 3,4, 116 of the

333,401 and 408 of the Subhasitaratnakosa; stanz
Amarusataka; and stanzas 88, 113, 115, 116, 120, 135 and 147 of the
Satakatraya of Bhartrhari,

Finally, even the most primal of distinctions are
and ugliness, and between benevolence and malevo-
splendour of a landscape becomes,

annihilated: that

between beauty
lence. Thus, the discovery of the
discovery of its ugliness too. The very same natural
ments are lovable or terrible only with reference to the
al landscape: clouds are no longer mere clouds,
lanet, the groves are labyrinths of

sometimes, the
view and its ele
protagonist’s emotion
the moon is no longer a mere p
desperation, or auspicious shelters, time is no longer a bare sequence
of hours - and the birds may sing (to the protagonist’s ears) either
a wedding song or a funeral march. And it goes further: a conventional
all the particulars that form it) ceases 1o be conventional,

image (and :
scter as a reliable cliché, thanks to the twofold, three-

and loses its chara
fold, manifold significance that the poet can concoct for it from his
improvised pool of natural and erotic associations.

In other words: in love poetry there is a fund of standardised and
canonised images, each of them capable of setting off a certain alarm
bell within the mind of the rasika. But none of these images is univo-
cal, as we see, for example, from the natural images used as terms of
comparison for parts of the beloved woman’s face or body. Her lotus
eyes can inspire happiness, or despair; her creeper-like limbs may be
a wonderful refuge or a dangerous prison; her sinuous body is a pond
in which her lover can gloriously sail or drown; her full breasts may be
cups of ambrosia or of poison. Monsoons, rains and clouds can play
opposite roles (Sattasai 29,70, 315 336 and 386); nights and days, like
trees, animals and other natural phenomena, always appear different




to the lovers’ eyes (ibid., 46, 103, 163, 218, 229, 239

91. 5 e 335, 365, 385, 445
491, 531, 536, 609). Stanzas 83, 9] and 92 of the 382, 445

Amarusatak Bve
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the same touc ing ambiguities. See also stanzas 102 (in which th
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\\'}nn‘]cll'\'r'\1 cries compete with the “moo” of the cloud In a picture
whose landscape is complete: we fi : : o
and 103 (in \\'Itluh the ufn‘l.‘m .I.\]\.\Ij‘iil‘]:l:\;”g]l:'!::’.‘\“Jt”rm-Ii_‘" "1”-15‘«:'
winds — to bring back her unfaithful lover). In tl:c ILI‘::‘],“ “l' ;'\:.'!LIU‘
73), all the elements of the springtime, ln\’.t'uf in the : ”‘TT]*” r.‘“‘; 2
their meaning in the eyes of the [mlmp >y nayika I‘m'? o -4
of love are converted to portents of dc:th' and W .“ “.mr-“ By
II, the moon shows all its ambiguity: i "[‘l_m‘l E_“f‘ iy
arated lovers, \\'EIITL{{."TT.UI}[" II::E‘tltlr:tL:JU:(:; ) :‘\‘trmh]". b
ple who may make love
during the night, .

In other words, Indian “Nature-poetry” is constituted by fixed ele-
ments, which belong either to the realm of common rt.".llm;.hkv natu-
ral phenomena, or to mythological and divine reality, as in the case of
mythologized animals or plants, such as the cakora bird, the asoka tree
etc.; but their description changes according to the varying types 0!_'
observation and contemplation of the characters - that Iu..lc(lnrding
to the characters’ internal landscape, which the poet paints with the
colours of the kavyas traditional palette. And here we note another
wonderful possibility: that of watching every part of a landscape in its
‘personal” relationship with other parts of the same picture. In this
way the liaison 4 deux (character-landscape) becomes a ménage a tr-
ois, or the numbers may grow yet more. This can happen because the
natural phenomenon is brought into contact not only with the main
characters (the nayika or the nayaka with their ;Jcculmpanying emo-
tional situations), but with other phenomena which are felt to be in
an intimate kinship with it: and this gives the picture yet more depth.

From the rhetorical point of view, these cases are defined as utpreksa,
even when the description of the “humanised phenomenon” is not in-
troduced by expressions like iva, “so to speak”. The bitter cold merci-
lessly transforms the beautiful lotus grove into a ravaged sesame

hilled passion of the husband devastates the splendour of

(as the now ¢ :
The freshly sprouted mango bud is like the

voung wite, Saltasai 8).

his
_the monsoon season is coming, with all its sorrows

tail of a lizard (i.e
62). The temple “weeps” with dov
an excellent site for a clandestine meeting,

s’ cries: it is, without

and joys, ibid.
doubt, a ruin (... and thus
eful bee abandons the now *pregnant ' jasmine

ibid., 64). The ungrat
The winter kills some flowers, but

(ibid., 92 and other similar ones).
t allows some others to bloom (as the inconstant man does with his
426). Because of the romantic atmosphere of the au
tumn, the young creeper climbs even the very old tree (... as happens
an indiscriminate and wild desire, ibid.,

partners, ibid.,

also to young lovers blinded by
535). Because of the hot season, the buffalo licks a serpent, mistaking
it for a little river, and the serpent licks the buffalo’s saliva, mistaking
it for a little cascade (i.e.; passion blinds everybody, ibid., 552). “What

will happen to me when | shall be in the barn?” the rice asks, and it

weeps with tears made of dew (like a weeping girl waiting for the ini-
tial meeting with her first lover, ibid., 560); etc. Let me again recall the

Meghadita: in the framework of the praise for the cloud-messenger,
and in the framework of the description of its journey, the connec-
tion of the megha with other loved and loving beings, both natural

(above all rivers) and supernatural, is constantly remembered by the

yaksa. So that, in the end, the interior landscape of the lover in sepa-
ration becomes that of the messenger: “You must carry my messag
the yaksa seems to say to the cloud, “because you too know love, and

its unpredictable laws.” The poem ascribes to the megha qualities that
connect it to both the earthly and heavenly worlds, to both the human
and the natural kingdoms, and to both the profane and the sacred
spheres. The cloud is a shelter for all beings who burn with love (7),
and women waiting for their lovers look at him in hope (8); the moun-
tain sacred to Rama and Sita feels affection for it (9); both the mythi-
cal cdtaka and the cranes welcome it with gratitude (10); the cloud's
association with elephants is both a mark of the its nobility (14 and
51), and an erotic allusion (19); the wives of the siddha will look at




it with awe, mistaking it for the mountain top (14); it is comp,

: N : il : ared
with the voluptuous Krsna (15); it is associated with the fruitfulne
™~ r B ’ e
of the land, with women's sexual desire (16), and with the rejuven
: . ena
tion of the earth (21); the welcome offered to it by peacocks suggest
5 suggests

both love and worship of the cloud (22); again, the strong sensual

ity of its relationship with women in love is evoked in stanzas 25, 26

27, and 35; in strophe 34 the megha is associated with Siva; stanza 37
underlines the double character of the cloud, since with its Iigh!nu.u.:
it may illuminate the path of women who run to meet their lovers 1;\
the night, but it can also frighten them with its thunder; in stanza 44
the cloud is invited to serve as Siva’s drum in the god’s ritual dance:
the megha pays homage to Kuruksetra (48), and afterwards reaches
the Ganga (50): thus is its relationship with rivers emphasised again
and the erotic and sacred liaison of the cloud with the sacred \\'.;ter-a
again appears at the end of stanza 51; etc. Without a doubt, the cloud
is a sort of quasi-divine mediator who promotes harmony between
different domains of existence. ‘

2. Indian nature scenery as reflected by European art
The second focus of this paper (strictly tied to the first one) is the

influence that Nature in India, the same nature and natural scenes
that inspired the poetry that I have just been discussing, has had on

Western figurative art, and specifically on that trend of art that is rep-

resented by the mises en scénes, the stage designs, costumes, etc., that
have been used in staging operas with Indian plots or settings.

Of course it cannot be my task here (as it is not within my sphere
of knowledge) to make an aesthetic judgment of these images. [ can
only hint at a fairly evident fact: that the same Nature (not yet very
changed in those pre-industrial times) that suggested to the poets of
Indian classical times topics and themes for their poetry, evoked simi-
larly strong emotions also in the first European travellers {and, amo

them, artists) who arrived in India, strong emotions which they natu-
according to the very different aesthetic world from
Their works (paintings and etchings) seem from

character of the Indian

ral g\s\lc\-u'd
which they came.
eginning to emphasize the “photogenic”
: and peoples), a fact confirmed by two of the principles
the principle of the “picturesque”

the b
landscapes |
that governed this body of work
and the “exotic”, and the principle of the
in the middle of the nineteenth century, the newborn science and art

of photography gave, along with older media, a strong impetus 1o the

“documentary”. Moreover,

cultural construction of exoticism. Without question, the figurative
arts cooperated, in the first phases of Europeans linguistic and cultural
discovery of India, with that cultural current named “orientalism”

The contradiction between the impartial and scientific claims of ori-
entalism and its tendency to nourish an artistic (and basically imagi
nary) vision of India, is plain to us now, and we may perceive in these
purportedly aesthetic works a political dimension that was not evi-
dent to its makers. Thus the colonialist-orientalist |11_\'lhniug\' (whose
distortions are most obvious in the Western study of Indian history)
is in part mirrored by the artistic production of the X1IX century: for
instance Thomas and William Daniell, who worked in India in the
vears 1786-1794, and through their images, widely known at the time,
made a strong contribution to the formation of the mental picture
of India that to some extent survives even to this day in the popular
mind. It is a romantic, and thus unrealistic, vision, which, according to
some modern scholars, leads to a complete annulment of the “other”
and (by means of the transformation of the other into a mere meta-
phor or stereotype) to an absolute inability to view him as he is. The
egocentrism of the colonialist interpretation of its subject presents in
this “exotic art” (with few exceptions) a perhaps less brutal - but no
less arrogant - aspect of the orientalist vision.

Perhaps it was the extreme and complex ambiguity of the Indian
landscape (the same ambiguity that found its uniquely Indian expres
sion in the kavyas just described) that furnished the inspiration for the
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landscapes of this orientalist school. and, in particular, for the mises en
ises en

the operas that take their inspiration from India, as the lite

sel ol image

scenes ol

's that I'm presenting hopefully demonstrates !
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