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Translation and Transliteration

Translations of passages in this volume are credited either with endnote 
references or in parentheses immediately following the text. Unless other-
wise indicated, all translations are mine.

I have omitted the diacritics for retroflex consonants in all proper names 
for the sake of the English reader. All transliterated words are italicized with 
the exception of capitalized proper names, places, well- known texts, and 
words that are used as English adjectives (e.g., Vedic, Purāṇic, etc.).
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Introduction
Why Kālidāsa, Why Now?

There are two post- Kālidāsa narratives that I know of about a person going 
into a deep state of ex- stasis at the sight of a cloud. I use the Greek “ex- tasis,” 
as opposed to the English “ecstasy” in order to tune both the word and the 
situation to a somewhat different pitch; it is not clear exactly what emotions 
and contexts are at play. The first belongs to Mādhavendra Purī, an associate 
of the 1500s saint Caitanya, who was considered by his followers to be an in-
carnation of Krishna, in the mood of his premiere devotee and manifestation 
of his “bliss- energy” (hlādinī śakti), Rādhā.

Mādhavendra Purī saw the rain cloud as blue- black, as śyāma, having 
the same color as Krishna, and thus fell into a swoon of remembrance. 
A few hundred years later, a young Gadadhar Chatterjee (later known as 
Ramakrishna) fainted at the site of a dark storm cloud, whether it was from 
its beauty or from pure remembrance is not clear, but the Welsh poet Robert 
Graves’s commentary on the incident may be telling.1 Graves, in his opus, 
The White Goddess, sees Ramakrishna as a pure ecstatic who was colonized 
by the Brahminical hierarchy to further cement its authority and influence, 
noting, like William Blake did before him, how the purity of poetic genius 
can become entrapped in theologies and their power- based structures.

A number of winters ago, I gave my first public presentation at an an-
nual meeting of the American Academy of Religion held in San Francisco 
(speaking of poetic cities). I gave a paper on Hanumān’s (“Voyage by the Mind 
through a Sea of Stars”) journey to Śrī Laṅkā in the Rāmāyaṇa of Vālmīki. 
The designated respondent commented, not in an outright derogatory tone, 
that I was seemingly “transported” while reciting what he considered to be 
another version of Eliade’s “Magical Flight” archetype (the voyaging, sha-
manic Hanumān being compared to a shape- shifting cloud). I responded, “If 
one is not transported by this material, what is the point in working with it?”

Perhaps this anecdote exemplifies how the overwhelming scholarship on 
India tends toward the prosaic, for this arena has been the Western area of 

 

 



2 The Cloud of Longing

strength and understanding (as well as colonization). The poetic and aes-
thetic darshans, or viewpoints, of India have been catalogued and classified, 
but there almost seems to be an embarrassment around their ex- tasis, their 
“hyperbolic” emotion (as the prominent Sanskrit scholar, A. A. Macdonell 
put it when he spoke of the “lovelorn damsels in Sanskrit literature”).2 My 
charge here is to open and intrinsically explore this aesthetic dimension, this 
experience of rasa, the liquid mellow of aesthetic ex- tasis, which from the be-
ginning of the classical Indian tradition was said to be the goal of any valuable 
work of art. This work is neither a history nor a critical study of the vast arena 
of Indian aesthetics; rather, it is a journey into the experience of rasa through 
one classical Sanskrit poem. It is written for lovers of literature in general (as 
opposed to Indologists or Sanskritists) and seeks to claim a place for Sanskrit 
aesthetics and its variant sensibilities in the arena of world literatures. In ad-
dition to this, and perhaps most importantly, it seeks to articulate a vision of 
nature that can add depth, richness, subtlety, and even transformation to our 
culture’s habitual way of viewing and experiencing the natural world.

At the center of this project is the remarkable experience of rasa, a flow 
of expanded feeling— envisioned not merely as a spontaneous outburst of 
expression but also as a sensitive- hearted response that could be cultivated 
through caring discipline. Kālidāsa’s Meghadūta, an entire poem whose pro-
tagonist is a cloud, has long been considered a major work capable of engen-
dering such an aesthetic experience in someone who has taken the time and 
energy to work with it. Let us therefore open to a text and a tradition that is 
not only formally intricate and grand but that can be savored in the here and 
now as well, for such is the intention of this volume. With all respect to the 
tremendous work that has been done in cataloging and exploring the im-
mense field of Sanskrit literature, I specifically focus here on a sustained close 
reading of the Meghadūta in order to share how it may speak to contempo-
rary readers as well as to concerns about the experience of the natural world.

We hold traces of Kāvya (classical Indian court poetry) through 
manuscripts, printed books, and in digital archives. The way and context 
in which these genres were produced are not fully clear to contemporary 
scholars or to residents of South Asia. There are varieties of conjectures about 
Kāvya based on manuscript evidence (not minimal, but not overwhelming) 
that do make some sense, but it is sobering to realize how little actually re-
mains from the classical tradition.3 From this, contemporary scholars and 
critics have identified a skeletal canon of authors and their poetic and dra-
matic works, depicting classical India through a combination of received epic 
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narratives, mythic compendiums (Purāṇa), and court poems of linguistic 
virtuosity (Kāvya). Periodic attempts to revive traditions of Sanskrit drama 
in India come and go; the great film versions of epic and dramatic literatures 
on television and in cinema, however, have had significant mass impact and 
may now be primary vehicles for the transmission of classical Sanskrit texts.

The fact remains, however, that we do not fully know what Sanskrit poetry 
and drama might have been in their day. That is, the historical and social con-
text of their creation and performance is obscure. The majority of historians 
and scholars do generally agree, however, that Kālidāsa was active during the 
reign of Chandragupta II, who ruled most of northern India from circa 375 
ce to 415 ce . Kālidāsa is believed to have been a court poet, receiving royal 
patronage and articulating the “high- cultural” Sanskritic norms of his epoch. 
The earliest actual references to the poet are found in a Sanskrit inscription 
dated 473 ce, at Mandsaur’s sun temple in Madhya Pradesh, with verses that 
imitate both the Meghadūta and Ṛtusaṃhāra.4 An inscription on the shrine 
of Aihole (634 ce), praising him as a “great poet,” establishes his latest pos-
sible date.5

The evolution of Kāvya through later languages can certainly be (and has 
been) documented, and we can make relatively educated suppositions about 
their contexts and functions. As the tradition developed, the texts of Kālidāsa 
were considered “classics.”6 Such a label already indicates a significant con-
textual shift from previous interpretive communities as the texts morphed 
through time and space.

Kālidāsa traveled West through the translations and writings of Sir William 
Jones, H. H. Wilson, and Goethe, becoming known as the “Shakespeare of 
India”— an emblem of an imagined high culture, an icon.7 Such “great works” 
now appear in a new context: required reading for Indian literature courses, 
and occasionally, perhaps, in a “world classics” compendium.

Kālidāsa serves as a standard of literary virtuosity and depth, but the 
world he wrote about has faded into the shadows of collective memory (or 
rather, forgetfulness). This world may have been portrayed as an ideal one, 
and perhaps it never existed at any time. Kāvya, like the bear- hunting ritual 
described by Jonathan Z. Smith, may in fact depict more of a paradigmatic 
vision of how things could or should be than one with any phenomenological 
accuracy.8

My mentor, from Banaras Hindu University, Bishvanath Bhattacharya, 
once remarked that one cannot find the “fine stuccoed roofs of Ujjain” 
described in the Meghadūta no matter how hard one looks for them. 
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Nevertheless, Kālidāsa’s world lives on and morphs through one context after 
another. Hence, when I use the word “Kālidāsa,” I am not referring to an in-
dividual but rather to an emblem on a series of texts that may reflect a collec-
tive integration of Indian classical culture. Indeed, there are some scholars of 
Indian literature who have put forth theories of “multiple Kālidāsas.”9

The later commentaries, and much later theories of literature that make 
extensive use of verses from Kālidāsa, may also fall— if not under— certainly 
alongside this label. The way in which such ideals live and morph is cru-
cial to this project, for it is not so much that I may be taking Kālidāsa out of 
context— his works are already out of context— as that I am taking them out 
of their currently accustomed frames of discourse in order to establish what 
I believe to be one of significant relevance. All of this, then, leads to the ques-
tion, “Why Kālidāsa, why now?”

I would be most disingenuous if I professed the academic project to be 
free of its times and concerns; be it history, politics, or economies. The early 
Orientalists who dug into the mine of Sanskrit literature had their agendas, 
as have the following generations of Indologists, scholars of Sanskrit, and 
contemporary scholars of religion and literature. In most of these cases, 
Indian poetics and drama have been left in the background, with philosophy, 
religion, linguistics, and social ethnography occupying the foreground. So, 
why pay attention to this Kāvya, and why now? After all, the Meghadūta of 
Kālidāsa is not unknown or new. It is most likely a fourth- century work and 
has been translated numerous times into English and other languages. There 
is H. H. Wilson’s poetic flight in the 1800s; M. R. Kale’s chock- full of notes 
edition for students first published in 1916; Franklin Edgerton’s literal trans-
lation in the 1940s; S. K. De’s scholarly critical edition of the text in the 1950s; 
and, in the 1970s, Leonard Nathan’s credible and poetically breathtaking ver-
sion, which is the most figuratively if not literally accurate translation I know 
of.10 Lately, one can find some really good, and some not so good, versions of 
the text on line. These translations have been preceded by scores of Sanskrit 
commentaries from Dakṣiṇāvartanātha, to Mallinātha, to a most unusual 
Bengali commentary, the Tātparyadīpikā, attributed to the Vaishnava the-
ologian Sanātana Gosvāmin.11 Most recently, the industry of translating 
classical Indian texts has been inspired by competing publishing companies, 
who want their version of the current “Great Books of the East” or now “Asia” 
to spread. Perhaps the recent work of Sheldon Pollock and others to trans-
late and present a much larger corpus of Indian literatures may be a major 
departure from this. My focus, here, will be solely on the Meghadūta as an 
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icon of the classical aesthetic sensibility. Still, Kālidāsa’s work rarely makes 
it onto anyone’s short list. Rather it sits like most Kāvyas on bookshelves as 
some sort of quaint curio, a beautiful but irrelevant artifact of an aristocratic 
culture that is generally out of favor with both the left- leaning hallways of 
the academy and the right- leaning government institutes of Sanskrit studies. 
While it is used as a text to study in some Sanskrit classes (because of its 
sheer beauty and manageability of volume) its figurative detail and extended 
metaphorical complexity reward sustained retroactive reading. Moreover, 
working with the text requires a more than basic knowledge of Sanskrit, as 
well as a familiarity with the Indian epics and the cultural mythos that pro-
duced them.12

I doubt that anyone can claim to be cognizant of their complete agenda 
in engaging such materials, but I think it is incumbent upon one to give an 
open and serious account of the why and wherefore. I believe one can make 
a contemporary case, if not for Kāvya in general, then for Kālidāsa and the 
Meghadūta in particular. Hence let me outline the rationale of this study. I go 
back to the fourth century because the poetry of Kālidāsa remains unpar-
alleled; because there has been little critical work published on Kāvya out-
side of the commentarial traditions (much more work has been done on 
drama or Nāṭya than poetry and poetics); and because it offers a vision of the 
relationships between language, emotive feeling, and the natural world that 
can speak to and even educate contemporary sensibilities. Kāvya, which may 
be thought of as literature as art, predates and postdates Kālidāsa, of course, 
and appears in a number of languages as well as regions. Likewise, critical 
discussions on poetics both predate and continue as a part of the process of 
engaging Kāvya.13 Kālidāsa, however, resides in the middle of all this, almost 
like a fulcrum that balances a very particular sensibility.

The study of and attention given to the Meghadūta need not be then a 
part of a quaint Orientalism that wants to laud an India of old or exalt the 
beauty and wisdom of the past. Such projects have their own rationales 
and arenas of function. If one pays attention to classical Indian categories, 
however, it is understood that what was, comes around again.14 This is ar-
guably the case with the Meghadūta, and perhaps with the Ṛtusaṁhāra and 
Kumārasambhava (other poetic works of Kālidāsa) as well, for the darshans 
(darśanas, or visions) of nature offered in these texts are extraordinary in 
their breadth and sensibility. The Meghadūta in particular, envisions the nat-
ural world as something much more than a backdrop for human subjects 
to live out their lives. Its sense of nature, moreover, is more integrated than 



6 The Cloud of Longing

in romantic notions of paradisiac beauty or of abject terror projected onto 
landscapes. Rather, nature, as experienced through Meghadūta, is a tapestry 
of myth, memory, substance, feeling, form, and space. The landscape is si-
multaneously the mindscape, meteorology is metaphor, and neither psyche 
nor soma is absolutely apart from one another. In, around, and throughout 
this, as Barbara Stoler Miller astutely remarked, is the “unmanifest cosmic 
unity” of Śiva.15 While this “unity” is rarely depicted literally (a doctrinal im-
possibility in any case), its presence pervades the landscapes, mindscapes, 
and mythscapes of the text. Let me say, at the outset, that this mytho- cosmic 
sensibility that pervades the poetic realms of Kālidāsa is not an exception but 
the rule. To call it “religious” or even “spiritual” would reduce the wondrous 
complexity and interweaving of imagination, epic history, and immanent di-
vinity that make up this narrative.

For those not familiar with the text, the Meghadūta, or Cloud Messenger, 
is a short lyric poem (Kaṇḍa- Kāvya) about a lovelorn Yaksha (a somewhat 
minor spirit being) living in a mountainous exile separated from his mate. In 
a fever of emotional anguish, he spies a floating cloud and asks it to deliver a 
message to his beloved. Addressing the Cloud as a person, the Yaksha then 
describes, in amazing detail, the route the Cloud will have to take to get to his 
home, the city of Alakā; the abode of Kubera, keeper of the wealth of the gods 
and lord of the Yakshas. The first and longer part of the poem describes the 
various landscapes that the Cloud will travel through, while the second part 
of the poem describes the city of Alakā itself and the imagined delivery of the 
message to his beloved.

The poetic envisioning of the landscapes, as well as its amazing integra-
tion of feeling and form, is my prime reason for reintroducing this work of 
Kālidāsa (whom it has been my pleasure and privilege to read for decades) 
into the conversations of the literary humanities. In a world that has moved 
toward cultural connectedness, a contemporary person educated in the 
Western humanities, who has read Homer, Shakespeare, and Milton, should 
ideally also have read Kālidāsa.

The Meghadūta, however, has significance beyond being a major work of 
classical India’s most iconic literary figure. It offers more than a lyrical look 
at the life and times of a poet or of a culture; it also offers a way of looking 
through nature that can inform and inspire our efforts to reorient ourselves 
in the natural world. This is a primary value and focus that will be explored in 
detail in this volume.16
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As a contemporary Western reader, I have no choice but to filter my 
reading of Kālidāsa through a postmodern lens, but I have done my best 
to not use the work of the poet to prove any particular contemporary con-
tention. The translations are done scrupulously and thoroughly. The major 
Indian commentators have been consulted in every instance, and more ob-
scure commentaries have been consulted as well. I do reserve the right, how-
ever, to translate in a less than literal way when necessary. To my mind, this 
preserves and transmits the sensibility of the text much more than choppy 
literal translations that do not read well in English. On the other hand, any 
place where I have taken license can be clearly justified by and found in the 
actual text (and discussed in the notes). This is translation, not transcreation, 
although a good argument can be made that any serious translation is a 
transcreation.

Still, my intention here is not to present Kālidāsa as he was heard in the 
royal courts of the Guptas, for I do not think that is possible, and it holds 
no more than academic interest for me. Rather I present Kālidāsa because 
he speaks to me in a way that very few Western poets have. Through the 
Meghadūta, I have learned to look at and experience the natural world in 
a radically different way, and this is what I seek to convey in this translation 
and reflection. For its sheer beauty; for its remarkable discourse on ecolog-
ical poetics; for its instruction in integrating sound, cadence, sense, and sen-
sibility; and for its “tantric” perspective, the Meghadūta may be unparalleled. 
I will discuss the “tantric” perspective in detail later on. Let me briefly expli-
cate what I mean by this much used (and often maligned) Indian word that 
has entered the contemporary lexicon.

The “tantric” sensibility (versus a particular lineage of practice) is one 
of transcendence within immanence. It does not privilege a disembodied 
consciousness existing beyond the phenomenal world. Rather it weaves (to 
weave,√tan, being at the root of the word tantra) a vision of the world and 
awareness as non- different. And yet difference remains. When I first began to 
read and study the Meghadūta with Bishvanath Bhattacharya, he remarked 
about the text one day, “How can you deny multiplicity?”

Indeed, the weaving of unity and multiplicity, presence and absence, may 
be the great triumph of the Meghadūta. There have been numerous Indian 
philosophical positions that declare the non- duality of duality, from the 
Mādhyamika’s rūpaṁ śūnyataiva śūnyataiva rūpam (form is emptiness, emp-
tiness is form) to Gauḍīya theologian Jīva Gosvāmin’s acintya- bhedābheda- 
tattva (inconceivably one and different), but Kālidāsa puts meat on these 


