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Abstract

The study proposes an ecocritical framework that reinterprets classical Sanskrit literature beyond
its conventional aesthetic understanding. Rather than approaching nature as decorative imagery alone, the
study interprets ecological space as a dynamic cultural and ethical presence embedded within narrative
structure, emotional experience, and environmental consciousness. This interpretive shift allows
Abhijnanasakuntalam to be read not simply as a classical dramatic text but as an early literary articulation
of ecological relationality and coexistence. One of the major gaps this study addresses is the insufficient
dialogue between Sanskrit literary studies and recent debates within environmental humanities. Despite the
growing importance of ecological criticism, classical Sanskrit literature has rarely been examined through
contemporary environmental frameworks. Existing interpretations often privilege poetics, rasa, and
mythology while paying comparatively less attention to ecological meaning, environmental ethics, and
human—nature interdependence. By bringing ecocritical theory into conversation with classical Indian
literary traditions, the paper opens a more interdisciplinary and culturally grounded mode of environmental
interpretation.

Methodologically, the study adopts a qualitative and interpretive approach rooted in close textual
analysis, contextual reading, and conceptual engagement with ecocritical scholarship. The argument unfolds
through environmental imagery, symbolic landscapes, seasonal movement, and spatial imagination instead
of relying upon externally imposed theoretical rigidity. Such an approach becomes particularly important
because ecological meaning in classical literature frequently appears through suggestion, atmosphere, and
symbolic continuity instead of direct environmental assertion. The paper argues that Kalidasa’s literary
imagination reflects ecological concerns that remain relevant within contemporary environmental thought.
Although rooted in a classical framework, Abhijnanasakuntalam presents nature as an active ethical and
cultural presence shaping human experience and moral understanding. By connecting Sanskrit literature with
ecocritical and environmental humanities discourse, the study highlights the continuing relevance of Indian
literary traditions in present discussions on ecology, sustainability, and environmental ethics.

Keywords: Ecocriticism; Ecological Consciousness; Environmental Humanities; Kalidasa; Sanskrit
Literature

Introduction

Environmental crisis has increasingly transformed the direction of contemporary literary and
cultural studies. Questions surrounding climate change, ecological imbalance, biodiversity loss, and
unsustainable development are no longer confined to scientific discourse alone; they have become deeply
connected with ethics, culture, memory, and representation. Within this intellectual context, ecocriticism and
environmental humanities have emerged as important interdisciplinary approaches that examine how
literature engages with the natural world and constructs ecological meaning. As Cheryll Glotfelty observes,
ecocriticism explores the relationship between literature and the physical environment (Glotfelty and
Fromm). Similarly, Greg Garrard argues that literary texts often reveal the cultural tensions underlying
human interaction with ecology (Garrard). These perspectives become particularly significant when
reconsidering classical literary traditions through environmental frameworks.
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Classical Sanskrit literature contains a rich ecological imagination that has not yet received
sufficient attention within mainstream ecocritical scholarship. Among the major Sanskrit literary works,
Abhijnanasakuntalam occupies a distinctive position because of its sustained engagement with forests,
rivers, seasons, animals, and sacred landscapes. The play presents nature not merely as scenic background
but as a living presence deeply connected with emotional experience, ethical conduct, and social harmony.
Yet most traditional readings continue to privilege aesthetic beauty, romantic sentiment, rasa theory, and
dramatic structure while giving comparatively limited attention to ecological consciousness embedded
within the text. This gap becomes important in the context of contemporary environmental humanities.
Recent scholars have increasingly emphasized that ecological crisis must also be understood as a cultural
and imaginative crisis. Dipesh Chakrabarty argues that climate change disrupts conventional distinctions
between human history and planetary processes (Chakrabarty). Likewise, Amitav Ghosh suggests that
literary imagination has often struggled to adequately represent environmental catastrophe within modern
narrative structures (Ghosh). Such debates encourage a return to earlier literary traditions where relationships
between humans and the natural world were imagined through interconnected and relational frameworks
rather than through strict separation.

The recent study therefore examines ecological consciousness in Abhijnanasakuntalam through an
ecocritical perspective. It argues that Kalidasa’s literary imagination constructs ecological space as culturally
active and ethically meaningful. Forests in the play are not passive locations. They influence emotional
states, shape moral perception, and participate in the narrative movement itself. Seasonal transitions, animal
life, rivers, trees, and hermitage landscapes repeatedly contribute to the symbolic and emotional texture of
the drama. Nature, in this sense, becomes inseparable from human existence and cultural order. The study
also responds to the marginal position often assigned to Sanskrit literature within contemporary
environmental criticism. Classical Indian texts are frequently approached as historical artefacts or aesthetic
heritage disconnected from present ecological concerns. Such a perspective limits their intellectual
relevance. However, ecological sensitivity within Sanskrit literary traditions reveals a more complex cultural
understanding of coexistence, restraint, and environmental balance.

Throughout the play, Kalidasa presents human and non-human life as deeply interconnected rather
than separate spheres of existence. This ecological vision, shaped through relationships between forests,
animals, seasons, and human emotions, closely echoes present concerns related to sustainability and
environmental ethics. Methodologically, the paper adopts a qualitative interpretive approach grounded in
close textual analysis and ecocritical reading. The analysis focuses not only on explicit references to nature
but also on narrative atmosphere, symbolic geography, spatial representation, and emotional resonance.
Rather than imposing contemporary ecological politics directly upon the text, the study attempts to trace
how ecological meaning emerges organically within the literary structure and philosophical imagination of
the play itself. Attention is also given to how silence, seasonal rhythm, and environmental imagery contribute
to deeper cultural meanings. This paper ultimately argues that Abhijnanasakuntalam offers more than
aesthetic celebration of natural beauty. The play presents an ecological vision rooted in coexistence,
environmental sensitivity, and relational ethics. By bringing classical Sanskrit literature into conversation
with ecocriticism and environmental humanities, the study seeks to expand the scope of environmental
literary studies while reaffirming the continuing relevance of Indian classical traditions in contemporary
ecological discourse. Such an approach not only enriches ecocritical scholarship but also opens new
possibilities for understanding how literary traditions preserve ecological memory and cultural relationships
with the natural world.

Literature Review

Critical scholarship on Abhijnanasakuntalam has evolved through multiple interpretive traditions,
ranging from classical Sanskrit poetics to contemporary cultural and ecological studies. Earlier critics
primarily approached the play as a masterpiece of dramatic art, emphasizing rasa, aesthetic refinement,
poetic imagination, and emotional delicacy. Within these readings, nature was generally treated as


https://nrityanjaliresearchjournal.com/home/
mailto:info@nrityanjaliresearchjournal.com

‘,;“ Nrityanjali Multidisciplinary International Research Journal
d

-_— e Volume 2, Issue 1, January -March 2026
S E-ISSN: 3108-1452

- Website: https://nrityanjaliresearchjournal.com/home/ Email: info@nrityanjaliresearchjournal.com

ornamental scenery that intensified romantic atmosphere and spiritual serenity. The ecological dimensions
of the play, however, remained largely unexplored. As environmental humanities and ecocriticism have
expanded literary inquiry beyond anthropocentric frameworks, scholars have increasingly begun to
reconsider classical literary texts as repositories of ecological imagination and environmental ethics.

Among foundational studies of Sanskrit drama, A. B. Keith’s The Sanskrit Drama remains
particularly influential. Keith identifies Kalidasa’s dramatic technique, emotional harmony, and lyrical
treatment of nature as central to the artistic success of the play (Keith). Yet his discussion remains rooted
within literary history and dramaturgy rather than environmental interpretation. Similarly, Moriz Winternitz
interprets Kalidasa’s descriptions of forests, rivers, and seasons as evidence of poetic sensitivity and refined
aesthetic consciousness within classical Indian literature (Winternitz). These early contributions established
the literary prestige of Abhijnanasakuntalam, but ecological questions were not central to their analytical
concerns.

Indian scholars later broadened the discussion by connecting literature with cultural philosophy and
aesthetic traditions. Kapila Vatsyayan argues that Indian artistic traditions rarely separate human emotion
from natural surroundings; instead, they conceptualize nature as an active participant in cultural and spiritual
experience (Vatsyayan). This perspective becomes especially relevant in Kalidasa’s dramatic world, where
emotional states continuously interact with forests, animals, trees, and changing seasons. Likewise, Ananda
Coomaraswamy emphasizes the sacred and symbolic unity between humanity and the cosmos in Indian
thought, suggesting that classical Indian literature often imagines nature as spiritually alive rather than
materially passive (Coomaraswamy).

Important contributions also emerge from Sanskrit editors and translators whose textual scholarship
shaped modern understanding of Kalidasa. M. R. Kale, in his widely used edition and translation of
Abhijnanasakuntalam, highlights the delicate integration of natural imagery with dramatic emotion. Kale
repeatedly notes how hermitage life reflects simplicity, harmony, and ethical restraint within the natural
environment (Kale). Similarly, C. R. Devadhar emphasizes Kalidasa’s extraordinary ability to animate
nature through emotional and symbolic suggestion. Devadhar observes that the forest in the play is not
merely decorative but functions as an organic moral and emotional space shaping the identities of its
inhabitants (Devadhar). Although these scholars do not explicitly employ ecocritical terminology, their
interpretations implicitly reveal the ecological sensibility embedded within the play.

The rise of ecocriticism in the late twentieth century transformed literary studies by foregrounding
the relationship between literature and the environment. According to Cheryll Glotfelty, ecocriticism
explores how literature interacts with the natural environment. She further argues that literary criticism
should participate more actively in addressing contemporary ecological concerns and environmental
questions (Glotfelty and Fromm).

This theoretical shift encouraged scholars to examine how literary texts construct ecological values,
environmental ethics, and human—nature relationships. Expanding this perspective, Lawrence Buell argues
that environmentally oriented literature frequently challenges anthropocentric assumptions by recognizing
the interconnectedness of human and non-human life (Buell).

Ecocritical theorists such as Greg Garrard further examine literary representations of wilderness,
pastoral landscapes, sacred ecology, and environmental crisis as reflections of cultural ideology (Garrard).
Garrard’s framework becomes particularly useful for understanding the hermitage setting in
Abhijnanasakuntalam, where ecological balance and ethical coexistence structure everyday life. Likewise,
Timothy Morton critiques rigid distinctions between nature and culture, proposing instead a model of
ecological interconnectedness that destabilizes human-centred thinking (Morton). Such theoretical
approaches resonate strongly with Kalidasa’s dramatic imagination, where emotional experience and

ecological space remain inseparable.
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Recent developments within environmental humanities have also encouraged scholars to revisit
premodern and non-Western literary traditions. Dipesh Chakrabarty argues that contemporary ecological
crisis compels humanity to rethink conventional ideas of history, culture, and human agency within planetary
contexts (Chakrabarty). Similarly, Amitav Ghosh critiques modern literary forms for their inability to
adequately represent ecological catastrophe and advocates renewed attention toward alternative narrative
traditions capable of imagining environmental interconnectedness (Ghosh). These debates create an
important intellectual space for re-examining Sanskrit literature through ecological frameworks.

Despite these advances, ecocritical scholarship on Kalidasa remains comparatively limited. Most
existing studies continue to prioritize aesthetics, symbolism, romantic sentiment, mythology, or gender
representation, while environmental consciousness remains secondary. Nature in Abhijnanasakuntalam is
often appreciated for its beauty, but its ecological significance receives insufficient critical attention. The
hermitage ecosystem, however, reflects a deeply relational worldview structured around compassion toward
animals, reverence for plant life, seasonal rhythm, and ethical restraint. Such elements indicate that
ecological awareness in the play extends beyond descriptive natural imagery.

The present study seeks to address this critical gap by situating Abhijnanasakuntalam within the
interdisciplinary frameworks of ecocriticism and environmental humanities. It examines how Kalidasa
constructs ecological meaning through dramatic space, environmental symbolism, and the interdependence
of human and non-human life. Rather than viewing nature as passive backdrop, the study interprets
ecological presence in the play as culturally active, ethically significant, and philosophically meaningful. In
doing so, it contributes to broader scholarly efforts to recover ecological knowledge embedded within
classical Indian literary traditions.

Ecocriticism and Environmental Humanities: Theoretical Context

The emergence of Ecocriticism transformed literary studies by shifting critical attention toward the
relationship between culture and ecology. Earlier literary criticism generally privileged language, ideology,
or psychology, while nature remained secondary, often reduced to decorative scenery or symbolic
background. Ecocritical scholars challenged this tendency by arguing that literature participates actively in
shaping environmental attitudes and ethical consciousness. Nature, from this perspective, is not merely
described in literary texts; it is culturally imagined, interpreted, and contested.

Among the foundational theorists of ecocriticism, Cheryll Glotfelty defines the field as the study of
the relationship between literature and the physical environment (Glotfelty and Fromm). Her formulation
expanded literary inquiry beyond anthropocentric frameworks and encouraged critics to examine ecological
values embedded within texts. According to Lawrence Buell, environmentally oriented literature frequently
challenges anthropocentric assumptions by foregrounding ecological interconnectedness (Buell). Such
theoretical interventions opened new interpretive possibilities for revisiting classical literary traditions.

As ecocriticism developed, it gradually intersected with the broader framework of Environmental
Humanities. This interdisciplinary field approaches ecological crisis not simply as a scientific problem but
as a cultural, philosophical, and historical condition. Environmental degradation, according to environmental
humanities scholars, emerges from deeply rooted modes of thought and systems of human organization.
Dipesh Chakrabarty argues that climate change destabilizes conventional distinctions between human
history and planetary processes, forcing humanity to reconsider its place within ecological time
(Chakrabarty). Similarly, Amitav Ghosh critiques modern literary realism for its inability to adequately
represent ecological catastrophe and environmental instability (Ghosh).

These debates become especially meaningful in relation to classical Indian literature. Sanskrit
literary traditions frequently imagine human life through ecological interconnectedness rather than
separation from nature. Forests, rivers, mountains, trees, and animals are often represented as ethically and
spiritually significant presences. Kapila Vatsyayan observes that Indian aesthetic traditions rarely isolate
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human emotion from natural experience; instead, they emphasize relational harmony between culture and
ecology (Vatsyayan). Likewise, Ananda Coomaraswamy interprets Indian artistic consciousness as
fundamentally rooted in sacred cosmological unity, where nature possesses symbolic and spiritual vitality
(Coomaraswamy).

Within this theoretical framework, Abhijnanasakuntalam can be understood not simply as a
romantic drama but also as a text deeply informed by ecological imagination. Kalidasa repeatedly constructs
natural space as ethically meaningful and emotionally responsive. The environment influences relationships,
shapes perception, and sustains spiritual balance. Ecocriticism and environmental humanities therefore
provide important critical tools for understanding how the play articulates coexistence between human and
non-human life.

Nature and Sacred Ecology in Abhijnanasakuntalam

Nature in Abhijnanasakuntalam is never reduced to passive landscape. The play consistently
presents the natural world as sacred, emotionally alive, and morally significant. Rivers, hermitages, trees,
flowers, birds, and animals contribute directly to the dramatic atmosphere. Ecological space functions not
merely as scenic ornamentation but as an active participant within the emotional and ethical structure of the
narrative. The hermitage of Kanva represents one of the most important ecological spaces in the play. It is
marked by simplicity, restraint, and coexistence with the surrounding environment. Human life within the
hermitage follows seasonal rhythms and natural balance rather than political ambition or material excess.
The nurturing of plants and protection of animals reflect an ethic of environmental care. Kalidasa repeatedly
emphasizes tenderness toward non-human life, suggesting an ecological consciousness grounded in
compassion rather than exploitation.

M. R. Kale notes that the hermitage scenes derive emotional power from the intimate integration of
natural imagery with human feeling (Kale). Similarly, C. R. Devadhar observes that Kalidasa animates the
forest environment in such a way that it acquires emotional agency within the drama itself (Devadhar). Trees
appear protective, animals become companions, and seasonal movement reflects inner emotional states.
Sacred ecology within the play also emerges through ritual and spiritual association. Forests are not
wildernesses separated from civilization. They are sacred cultural spaces where spiritual discipline and
ecological harmony coexist. This perspective differs significantly from modern utilitarian attitudes toward
nature. The environment is not treated as resource alone. Instead, it becomes part of an interconnected moral
universe. Kalidasa’s poetic imagination frequently blurs distinctions between emotional and ecological life.
Shakuntala herself appears closely associated with the forest landscape. Her identity develops in relation to
rivers, flowering creepers, deer, and hermitage culture. Such representation suggests that human subjectivity
in the play remains inseparable from ecological surroundings. Nature here possesses intimacy, sacredness,
and emotional intelligence.

Forest Space and Ecological Ethics

The forest in Abhijnanasakuntalam functions as far more than geographical setting. It operates as
an ethical and philosophical space structured around restraint, harmony, and coexistence. In contrast to the
political world of the royal court, the forest represents ecological balance and moral simplicity. Human
actions within this environment are regulated through sensitivity toward all living beings.

Kalidasa repeatedly contrasts royal authority with hermitage ethics. Hunting scenes at the beginning
of the play reveal this tension clearly. At begning of the play, King Dushyanta enters the forest with a royal
mindset shaped by authority, pursuit, and control over the natural world. Yet the sacred environment of the
hermitage interrupts this impulse. Violence becomes ethically restricted within ecological space. Animals
living under hermitage protection are treated not as objects of sport but as vulnerable members of a shared
community.
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This transformation reflects a deeper ecological ethic embedded within the play. Forest life emphasizes
interdependence rather than hierarchy. Human beings are expected to exercise restraint and compassion
toward the environment. Such ethical imagination resonates strongly with modern ecological philosophy,
particularly critiques of exploitative anthropocentrism. Greg Garrard identifies wilderness and pastoral space
as important ecological categories through which literature negotiates cultural attitudes toward nature
(Garrard). The forest in Kalidasa’s drama embodies both dimensions. It is simultaneously sacred refuge and
ethical alternative to political civilization. Similarly, Timothy Morton critiques rigid divisions between
humanity and nature, proposing instead ecological interconnectedness as the basis of ethical existence
(Morton). Kalidasa’s dramatic world anticipates such relational thinking through its continuous interaction
between emotional life and environmental space. The departure of Shakuntala from the hermitage further
intensifies the ecological sensitivity of the play. Trees, animals, and natural surroundings appear emotionally
affected by separation. The scene suggests that ecological relationships are reciprocal rather than one-sided.
Nature does not merely support human life; it also responds to human presence and absence.

Human-Nature Interrelationship in the Play

One of the most distinctive aspects of Abhijnanasakuntalam lies in its portrayal of intimate
interconnectedness between humans and the natural world. Human emotions throughout the play are
repeatedly reflected through ecological imagery. Love, separation, memory, grief, and reconciliation unfold
within environmental settings that intensify emotional meaning. Shakuntala’s personality is shaped almost
entirely through her relationship with the hermitage environment. She waters plants, protects animals, and
moves harmoniously within forest life. Her emotional sensitivity mirrors the gentleness of the ecological
world surrounding her. Kalidasa thereby avoids presenting nature as external object. Instead, ecological life
becomes part of human identity itself.

The emotional atmosphere of the drama often depends upon seasonal movement and natural
transformation. Flowers bloom during moments of affection; heat and dryness accompany emotional
suffering; rivers and gardens evoke continuity and renewal. Such imagery reflects a worldview in which
emotional and environmental rhythms remain interconnected. Moriz Winternitz praises Kalidasa’s
exceptional ability to integrate natural description with psychological subtlety (Winternitz). Yet the
significance of this integration extends beyond aesthetics. Ecological imagery in the play produces an ethical
imagination grounded in relational existence. Humans are neither isolated nor superior. They remain
dependent upon ecological continuity. This perspective becomes increasingly relevant in the contemporary
environmental context. Modern industrial culture often separates human progress from ecological well-
being. Kalidasa’s dramatic universe offers an alternative imagination based upon coexistence and
reciprocity. The emotional suffering caused by separation in the play symbolically parallels disruptions in
ecological harmony itself.

Environmental Consciousness and Cultural Ecology

Environmental consciousness in Abhijnanasakuntalam emerges not through explicit environmental
activism but through cultural values embedded within narrative structure and symbolic representation. The
play repeatedly affirms moderation, restraint, compassion, and ecological sensitivity as essential conditions
for social and spiritual harmony. The hermitage community represents a model of cultural ecology where
human activity remains integrated with natural systems. Plants are nurtured carefully, animals are protected,
and material excess is minimized. Such practices reveal an ecological ethic grounded in sustainability and
coexistence. Kalidasa does not romanticize nature simplistically; rather, he presents environmental balance
as a condition necessary for ethical civilization.

Contemporary environmental humanities scholars increasingly emphasize the importance of
recovering ecological knowledge from premodern literary traditions. Amitav Ghosh argues that modernity
has weakened humanity’s imaginative capacity to perceive ecological interconnectedness (Ghosh). In
contrast, Kalidasa’s dramatic imagination consistently foregrounds relational existence. Similarly, Dipesh
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Chakrabarty stresses that environmental crisis requires rethinking human-centred historical narratives
(Chakrabarty). Abhijnanasakuntalam anticipates such concerns through its ecological worldview. Cultural
ecology within the play also operates symbolically. Forests represent ethical order; court life reflects political
instability and forgetfulness. Ecological harmony becomes associated with memory, compassion, and
spiritual clarity, whereas alienation from nature corresponds with moral disruption. This symbolic structure
deepens the environmental significance of the drama. Kalidasa’s ecological imagination therefore remains
remarkably relevant today. At a historical moment marked by climate anxiety, ecological degradation, and
unsustainable development, the play offers a literary vision rooted in balance and interconnectedness. Its
environmental consciousness emerges quietly yet powerfully through poetic atmosphere, narrative structure,
and ethical symbolism.

Conclusion

An ecocritical reading of Abhijnanasakuntalam reveals that nature in the play functions far beyond
decorative description or romantic background. Kalidasa constructs ecological space as emotionally
responsive, ethically meaningful, and spiritually significant. Forests, animals, rivers, seasons, and sacred
landscapes actively shape human relationships and cultural values throughout the drama. The play repeatedly
emphasizes coexistence between human and non-human life. Hermitage culture reflects restraint,
compassion, and ecological balance, while emotional experience remains inseparable from environmental
surroundings. Such representation anticipates many concerns central to contemporary ecocriticism and
environmental humanities, particularly ideas of interconnectedness, ecological ethics, and cultural ecology.
By situating Abhijnanasakuntalam within environmental literary discourse, this study also demonstrates the
continuing relevance of classical Sanskrit literature in contemporary ecological debates. Kalidasa’s dramatic
imagination preserves an alternative environmental vision rooted not in domination but in relational
harmony. In an era increasingly shaped by environmental crisis, such literary perspectives acquire renewed
intellectual and ethical significance.
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