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Abstract 
The comparative study of Western and Eastern perspectives on Meghadūta demonstrates that 
the poem’s richness lies precisely in its openness to diverse critical approaches. Western 
critics illuminate its lyrical beauty, emotional universality, and artistic perfection, while 
Eastern-especially Malayalam-scholars uncover its deeper aesthetic, cultural, and symbolic 
dimensions grounded in rasa, dhvani, and cultural geography. Together, these readings 
affirm Meghadūta as both a timeless work of world literature and a profound expression of 
Indian poetic consciousness. 
This paper offers a comparative critical study of Kālidāsa’s Meghadūta through Western and 
Eastern-especially Indian and Malayalam-scholarly perspectives. Western critics primarily 
approach the poem as a universal romantic lyric, emphasizing its aesthetic beauty, pictorial 
imagery, and emotional refinement. In contrast, Eastern critics interpret Meghadūta within 
the framework of Sanskrit poetics, foregrounding concepts such as śṛṅgāra rasa, 
vipralambha, and dhvani. Malayalam scholars further extend this tradition by reading the 
poem as an emotional travelogue in which Indian geography becomes a symbolic map of 
longing and separation. By juxtaposing these perspectives, the study demonstrates that 
Meghadūta simultaneously functions as a masterpiece of world lyric poetry and as a 
culturally rooted aesthetic text deeply embedded in Indian emotional and philosophical 
thought. The paper concludes that Western and Eastern readings are complementary rather 
than contradictory, together enriching the interpretative possibilities of Kālidāsa’s celebrated 
poem. 
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Introduction 
Background of the Study 
Kālidāsa occupies a pre-eminent position in Sanskrit 
literature, and among his works Meghadūta stands out as the 
finest example of dūtakāvya. The poem combines emotional 
intensity, aesthetic refinement, and geographical imagination 
within a deceptively simple narrative frame. Because of this 
richness, Meghadūta has attracted sustained critical attention 
from both Western Indologists and Eastern-particularly Indian 
and Malayalam-scholars. 
 
Review of Scholarship 
Western scholarship, beginning with nineteenth- and early 
twentieth-century Indology, approached Meghadūta largely 
through translation and literary appreciation. Eastern 
criticism, grounded in Sanskrit poetics, interpreted the poem 

through the lenses of rasa, dhvani, and cultural symbolism. 
Malayalam criticism, emerging in the twentieth century, 
represents a significant regional extension of this tradition, 
blending classical theory with modern literary sensibility. 
 
Scope and Objectives 
The present chapter aims to (a) analyse major Western 
interpretations of Meghadūta, (b) examine Indian and 
Malayalam critical responses, and (c) offer a comparative 
framework that highlights the complementarity of these 
perspectives. The study argues that only through such a 
comparative approach can the full aesthetic and cultural 
significance of Meghadūta be understood. 
 
Western Critical Perspectives on Meghadūta 
Kālidāsa’s Meghadūta occupies a unique position in Sanskrit 
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literature as the most celebrated example of dūtakāvya 
(messenger poetry). While the poem is structurally simple-a 
yakṣa, separated from his beloved, sends a message through a 
cloud-it unfolds into a vast emotional, cultural, and 
geographical canvas. Over the centuries, Meghadūta has 
attracted critics from both Western and Eastern traditions, 
each approaching the poem through distinct critical 
frameworks. This chapter undertakes a comparative analysis 
of Western (Pāśchātya) and Eastern, particularly Indian and 
Malayalam, interpretations of Meghadūta, highlighting their 
convergences and divergences. 
 
Western Critical Perspectives on Meghadūta 
Western scholars generally approach Meghadūta through 
literary–aesthetic categories familiar to classical and 
Romantic criticism. Arthur W. Ryder famously describes the 
poem as “a lyric of tender longing,” emphasizing its 
emotional universality and romantic appeal. For Ryder and 
similar translators-critics, the primary strength of Meghadūta 
lies in its lyrical intensity and the poet’s ability to 
communicate love and separation in a form intelligible to 
readers across cultures. 
Arthur Berriedale Keith, in A History of Sanskrit Literature, 
praises Meghadūta as “one of the most exquisite lyrical 
poems in the world’s literature,” situating Kālidāsa alongside 
canonical poets of the global literary tradition. Keith’s 
admiration is rooted in the poem’s delicacy of sentiment and 
descriptive beauty, rather than in its engagement with 
indigenous Indian poetics such as rasa or dhvani. 
Similarly, M. Winternitz views Meghadūta as “perhaps the 
most beautiful specimen of Sanskrit lyrical poetry,” 
highlighting its formal perfection and emotional refinement. 
Western critics repeatedly stress imagery, unity of mood, and 
pictorial vividness, often likening the poem to a ‘landscape 
painted with words’-a phrase echoed by A. L. Basham. In this 
approach, nature functions primarily as an external backdrop 
enhancing the romantic mood. 
However, Western criticism generally refrains from deeper 
cultural or philosophical readings. Concepts central to 
Sanskrit aesthetics-such as śṛṅgāra rasa, vipralambha (love-in-
separation), and dhvani (suggestion)-are either briefly 
mentioned or entirely absent. As a result, the poem is 
appreciated as a universal romantic lyric rather than as a 
culturally embedded aesthetic experience. 
 
Eastern and Indian Critical Perspectives 
In contrast, Eastern scholars, grounded in Sanskrit poetics, 
approach Meghadūta as a quintessential rasa-kāvya. Indian 
critics consistently identify śṛṅgāra rasa, particularly 
vipralambha śṛṅgāra, as the soul of the poem. P. V. Kane calls 
Meghadūta “the finest illustration of śṛṅgāra rasa in Sanskrit 
literature,” emphasizing its suggestive power (dhvani) rather 
than overt emotional display. 
V. Raghavan interprets the poem as an organic fusion of 
emotion, culture, and geography, arguing that Kālidāsa 
transforms the Indian landscape into an emotional continuum. 
Here, nature is not mere scenery but a symbolic extension of 
the yakṣa’s inner world. The cloud, in this reading, becomes 
more than a messenger; it embodies emotion, memory, and 
hope. 
Indian commentators further stress the spiritual undertones of 
separation. The yakṣa’s exile is often read as symbolic of 
existential alienation, and the journey of the cloud mirrors an 
inward emotional and psychological journey. 
 

Malayalam Critical Reception of Meghadūta 
Malayalam scholars extend and localize the Indian critical 
tradition by blending Sanskrit poetics with regional literary 
sensibilities. M. A. Raghavarma observes that Meghadūta 
represents “the pinnacle of Kālidāsa’s poetic genius,” where 
nature and emotional anguish merge into a single stream of 
consciousness. This reading foregrounds psychological depth 
rather than mere visual beauty. 
K. Ayyappa Paniker emphasizes Kālidāsa’s imaginative 
power, noting that the images of Meghadūta mark the most 
mature phase of his poetic vision. For Paniker, the poem’s 
strength lies in its ability to convert emotion into imagery 
without rhetorical excess. 
Several Malayalam critics interpret Meghadūta as a poetic 
travelogue. S. Rajendran remarks that Kālidāsa’s depiction of 
geography unfolds “like a journey narrative,” appealing 
strongly to Malayali readers accustomed to landscape-
oriented writing. G. Balachandran goes further, calling the 
poem “the inner map of India,” where emotional states and 
physical locations are inseparably fused. 
A recurring theme in Malayalam criticism is the metaphorical 
role of nature as the language of emotion. As one critic 
succinctly puts it, Meghadūta is “the lament of the human 
heart spoken in the language of nature.” This approach aligns 
closely with dhvani theory, though expressed in modern 
critical idiom. 
 
Comparative Analysis: Western and Eastern Approaches 
The fundamental divergence between Western and Eastern 
readings of Meghadūta lies in their critical priorities. Western 
scholars privilege aesthetic pleasure, lyrical charm, and 
universality, viewing the poem as a romantic masterpiece 
comparable to European lyrical traditions. Eastern and 
Malayalam critics, by contrast, emphasize rasa, cultural 
symbolism, and emotional–spiritual resonance. 
For Western critics, nature functions as a beautifully rendered 
background that heightens romantic sentiment. For Eastern 
critics, nature is an active participant in the emotional drama, 
a symbolic extension of the protagonist’s inner state. The 
cloud, in Western readings, is a poetic device; in Eastern 
readings, it becomes the voice of longing itself. 
Another key difference concerns geography. Western 
criticism treats geographical descriptions as picturesque 
elements, whereas Indian and Malayalam scholars see them as 
culturally charged spaces that construct a sacred and 
emotional map of India. 
 
Expanded Theoretical Framework: Rasa, Dhvani, and 
Landscape Poetics 
A deeper engagement with Sanskrit aesthetic theory further 
illuminates the distinctive Eastern reception of Meghadūta. 
Classical critics implicitly and explicitly situate the poem 
within the framework of rasa, with śṛṅgāra-specifically 
vipralambha śṛṅgāra-as the dominant aesthetic flavour. The 
yakṣa’s separation is not merely a narrative condition but the 
very generative principle of poetic emotion. Malayalam 
critics, while often employing modern critical idiom, echo this 
understanding when they describe the poem as an emotional 
continuum where every landscape detail resonates with 
longing. 
The principle of dhvani (suggestion), articulated by 
Ānandavardhana and elaborated by Abhinavagupta, is 
particularly relevant to Meghadūta. The poem rarely states 
emotion directly; instead, emotion is suggested through 
images of clouds heavy with rain, rivers swollen with 
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monsoon waters, and mountains wrapped in mist. Malayalam 
commentators repeatedly emphasize that nature ‘speaks’ in 
the poem, anticipating modern theories of symbolism and 
affective imagery. Thus, Meghadūta can be read as an early 
exemplar of suggestive poetry where meaning unfolds 
through resonance rather than declaration. 
 
Nature, Geography, and Cultural Memory 
Another area that merits expansion is the role of geography as 
cultural memory. Indian and Malayalam critics often note that 
the cloud’s journey traces a symbolic map of the 
subcontinent, connecting sacred sites, cities, rivers, and 
mountains. This geographical movement is not accidental; it 
transforms physical space into emotional and cultural space. 
Each landmark becomes a repository of memory, myth, and 
feeling, enabling the poem to function simultaneously as lyric, 
travelogue, and cultural archive. 
Western critics, while admiring the vividness of these 
descriptions, tend to treat geography as scenic background. In 
contrast, Eastern readings recognize geography as semiotic-
charged with mythological, ritual, and emotional significance. 
The cloud’s passage over Ujjayinī, the Himālayas, and Alakā 
is thus interpreted as a movement through layered cultural 
meanings rather than a sequence of picturesque views. 
 
Modern Critical Relevance and Interdisciplinary 
Readings 
The continued relevance of Meghadūta in modern criticism 
can also be explored through interdisciplinary perspectives. 
From an ecocritical viewpoint, the poem foregrounds a deep 
intimacy between human emotion and the natural world, 
anticipating contemporary concerns about environmental 
consciousness. The cloud is neither exploited nor 
instrumentalized; it is addressed with reverence, empathy, and 
imaginative identification. 
From a psychological perspective, the yakṣa’s address to the 
cloud may be read as a projection of inner desire and memory, 
transforming the natural object into a confidant and emotional 
surrogate. Malayalam critics, sensitive to interiority and 
mood, often highlight this psychological dimension, reading 
the poem as an exploration of longing, memory, and hope 
under conditions of separation. 
 
Meghadūta in World Literature: A Reassessment 
When viewed through both Western and Eastern lenses, 
Meghadūta emerges as a text that invites global as well as 
culturally specific readings. Western scholarship secures its 
place within world lyric tradition, while Eastern criticism 
anchors it in Sanskrit aesthetic philosophy. Rather than 
privileging one approach over the other, a comparative 
framework reveals the poem’s extraordinary capacity to 
sustain multiple modes of interpretation. 
 
Conclusion 
Findings of the Study 
The comparative analysis undertaken in this chapter 
demonstrates that Western and Eastern approaches to 
Meghadūta arise from different critical traditions but 
converge in their admiration for Kālidāsa’s poetic genius. 
Western critics foreground lyricism, romantic mood, and 
pictorial beauty, thereby situating Meghadūta within the 
canon of world literature. Eastern and Malayalam critics, by 
contrast, reveal the poem’s deeper aesthetic structure rooted 
in śṛṅgāra rasa, dhvani, and symbolic geography. 
 

Contribution to Research 
By bringing Malayalam criticism into dialogue with Western 
and pan-Indian scholarship, this study expands the existing 
critical discourse on Meghadūta. It demonstrates that regional 
literary traditions play a crucial role in preserving and 
re-interpreting classical Sanskrit texts. 
 
Scope for Further Study 
Future research may explore comparative readings of 
Meghadūta alongside other messenger poems, 
interdisciplinary ecocritical approaches, or reception studies 
in other Indian languages. Such studies would further 
illuminate the poem’s enduring relevance across cultures and 
centuries. 
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