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The Mango Motif in Sanskrit
Poetry

Dr. Sreeramula Rajeswara Sarma

Celebration of spring is a major theme in Sanskrit love
poetry. Spring is the season when Kama, the God of Love,
accompanied by his friends Vasanta, the Spring, and
Daksinanila, the Southern Breeze, siiis up the passions of
the young. It is fancied that Kama carries a bow made
of sugar cane or of flowers; the string is made up of black
bees; their buzzing the twang of the bow. The lovely flowers
that bloom in spring are used as arrows by Kama to target
the youth. Among the wide range of vernal flowers, five
have the honour to be his arrows: Mango, Asoka,
Navamallika, Red Lotus and Blue Lotus.' Of these, the
mango blossom is the most potent. It is ubiquitous: one
cannot imagine any human habitation or woodland in India
without a mango grove. lts fragrance is such that the black
bees leave every other flower in its favour.” More important
still is that of all the five flowers, it is only the mango flower
that finally produces a fruit.’

The pale green blossoms and the slender fresh leaves
of the mango usher in spring. The cuckoo feasts on the
fresh mango sprouts; their pungent juices open up his
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melodious voice, and he sings of the glories of spring.
When the tree is laden with myriads of tiny flowers, black
bees flock to the tree and fill it with their buzzing noise.
It is as though the mango tree itself humming a tune.

When Kama holds sway over man and beast and
discharges his flowery arrows, lovers who are together
cannot have enough of one another; lovers who are away
find the separation beyond endurance. Girls who are angry
with the lovers cannot keep up the anger any more; they
melt in the lovers’ embrace without much persuasion.
These then are the various elements that the Sanskrit poet
dwells on in his description of spring. In all these elements
mango forms the major motif.

As in many other aspects, here too Kalidasa is the
path-maker.* Himalaya, we are told in the Kumarasaribhava,
had already a son, yet he was not happy until he had the
daughter Parvati. This special love for the daughter is
compared to the bees’ special attachment to the mango.

mahibhrtah putravaté ‘pi drstistasminnapatye na
jagama trptim

anantapuspasya madhorhi ctte dvirephamala
savisesasarnga’

In spring there is an infinite variety of flowers; yet the
row of bees have a special attachment to the mango.

In Sanskrit, mango is called amra. A particularly
fragrant variety has the name Sahakara, literally that which
cooperates or assists (Kama) or that which brings (lovers)
together. Poets play upon these two derivational meanings.
Thus in an anthology put together by Sarngadhara:
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kati pallavita na puspita va taravah santi samantato

vasante
Jagativijaye tu puspaketoh sahakari sahakara eka eva®

How many trees are there not in spring,
which put forth fresh leaves and flowers ?
But in the conquest of the world by Kama,

mango is the only one that effectively cooperates.

For another poet, the mango tree is the concert hall,
where Vasanta, the king of seasons, listens to music:

Srimadvasantarturajavilasabhiimir

bhratar vibhati sahakaramahiruho 'yam

tanapradayisu sadanghrisu kokilo’yam

atra prapancayati kancana pancamam gat7

The mango tree in all its splendour

is the pleasure palace of Spring,

His Majesty the King of all Seasons.

Black bees provide the buzzing keynote

and the cuckoo sings the fifth note.

In the Malavikagnimitra, the king finds the touch of
the southern breeze very soothing: “This southern breeze,
fragrant with mango blossoms, is caressing me like the
hand of spring.” Some other poet whose name we do
not know declares: “Neither camphor, ‘nor sandal wood,

neither musk, nor any other kind of flower or fruit, has
such fragrance as the mango does.™
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With the onset of Spring, Kama, the Warrior of Spring,
sets forth to break the hearts of the lovers. In Kalidasa's
Rtusamhara, a lover informs the beloved:

praphullacttankuratiksnasayako
dvirephamalavilasaddhanurgunah
manamsi bhettum surataprasanginam vasantayoddha
samupagatah prige'o

With sharp arrows made of full blown mango
blossoms,

with the shining bow string made out of rows of black
bees,

the Spring's warrior has arrived, oh darling,

to pierce the hearts of the pining lovers.

The onset of Spring fills the hearts of women with deep
longing for the lover. The major agents in this business
are the mango trees in bloom. As Kalidasa says in his
Rtusarmhara:

tamrapravalastabakavanamras cutadrumah
puspitacarusakhah

kurvanti kamam pavanavadhutah paryutsukam
manasari angananam''

Bent with the weight of coppery sprays of fresh leaves,

with branches full of blossom,

shaken by the gentle winds from the south,

the mango trees fill with longing

the tender hearts of all young ladies.
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The male cuckoo sings his celebrated fifth note of the
scale only in Spring. He can sing only after he partakes
of the fresh mango sprouts, the bitter sweet juices of which
clear his throat and open up his melodious voice. In the
view of an anonymous poet, the cuckoo and the mango
tree make the best pair of the singer and the listener. The
mango tree is so carried away by music that he has
gooseflesh all over the body, in the form of the blossoms
that cover the whole tree.

gata kokila eva jnata ca rasala eva niyatam idam
yah pancamam udgayati yasyasthisu
pulakamukuléznil2

It is indeed pre-ordained

that the cuckoo is the only singer
and the mango the true connoisseur.
He sings the high fifth note,

and this one has gooseflesh-buds all over.

The cuckoo’s song is melodious indeed. But it also
has a stern message to the proud ladies who had been
offended by carefree lovers. In the Kumarasambhava, the
poet informs us:

Cuatankurasvadakasaykanthah pumskokilo yan

d madhuram cukija

manasvinimanavighatadaksam tad eva jatam
vacanarn smarasya'

‘Whatever the male cuckoo proclaimed,

having his voice mellifluous rendered,
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after partaking the mango blossoms,
that became the decree of God of Love,
to the effect that all the anger

of offended ladies is hereby cancelled.

Another poet whose name has not come down to us
offers a variation on this theme:

- T/ . — . = . - T =
amrisikham arudhah kokilataruna vadanti narinam
gacchata ramanam $aranarh madano ’sti
— = 714
mahatatayiva

Perching on the top of the mango trees
cuckoo lads tell the ladies of the realm;
go back to your lovers forthwith,

or face the wrath of Love God.

While the captivating fragrance of the mango blossom
gladdens the black bee, the cuckoo and the lovers in union,
it torments the hearts of those whose love has not yet been
reciprocated. The onset of spring makes their suffering
all the more poignant. The mango tree, the prominent
representative of the Spring and the agent-in-chief of the
God of Love, more often than not, plays the role of the
tormentor of the youth. In Kalidasa's Vikramorvasiya, the
love-lorn Vikrama finds the sight of the mango tree
unbearable:

idam asulabhavastuprarthanadurnivaram
prathamam api mano me pancabanah ksinoti
kim uta malayavatonmilitapandupatrair
upavanasahakarair daréite._svar'lkuret_suI5
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This mind of mine that cannot be restrained

from longing for a thing that is hard to get,

is already tormented by him with the five arrows.
What to say about the sight of these mango trees
that put forth new blossoms after

the pale old leaves have been blown off by wind.

It is the same story with Nala in Sriharsa’s
Naisadhiyacarita. Hoping to get his mind off the pretty
Damayanti, he goes for a stroll in his garden. But the
trees there do nothing but torment him. In particular, the
mango tree threatens him, shaking a stern finger, under
the guise of gently swaying sprays of flowers.

rasalasalah samadrsyatamuna
sphurddvirepharavarosahumkrti
samiralolair mukulair viyogine janaya ditsann iva
tag’énébhiyam’6
There he saw the mango tree,
snorting in anger with the sound of the bees,
with sprays of flowers shaking in wind,

as though shaking a threatening finger

at the poor lover in separation.

Those who are not kings have often to travel abroad
for a living. The plight of these travellers when they
encounter mango trees in bloom is a favourite motif of
our poets. Magha, for example, fancies that the grains
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of pollen falling on the poor travellers from the flower-laden
mango trees has the same burning effect as the sparks
flying from straw fire." Kalidasa's Rtusamhara has a milder
image:

rucirakanakakantim muncatah pusparasin
mrdupavanavidhttan puspitamscitavrksan
abhimukham abhiviksya ksamadeho 'pi marge
madanadaranighatair moharn eti pravasi'®
Seeing in front of him mango trees in bloom,
shaken by a gentle breeze, which shed
golden-hued flowers all around,

the poor traveller falls in a faint,

shot by Kama’'s arrow as it were.

More pathetic still is the plight of the wife who eagerly
awaits the return of the traveller. Here is a lament from
one such girl in the Vasanta Vilasa Phagu:

kimsukah kusumitah kalakanthikgjitair mukharitah
sahakarah

nagatah priyatamah sakhiha me ka gatir madhur
upagata eva'

The Kimsuka is in full bloom,

the Mango resounds with the cuckoo’s song.
The spring is already here,

but the one | love has not returned.

Tell me, friend, what | should do.
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In Vallabhadeva's anthlogy, YaSodharavardhana the

-Scribe employs this poetic conceit:

Jvalitam kusumaprabhaya pathikanganaya vilokya
sahakaram

dahanabhayad iva siktarn nayanojjhitavarina
hrdayamzo

Seeing the mango tree aflame with blossom,

and afraid that it would burn her heart,

the traveller's wife poured upon it

streams of water from her eyes.

Another girl was luckier. She was so lost in sorrow

that she did not even get to see the Spring. As recounted
by Srivibhramavarman in Vallabhadeva's anthology:

manjaryo na vilokita kusumitascatasya baspandhaya
naghrata sakhi sarntatadva$itaya vatas tadamodinah
bhrmganam alakavrtasSrvanaya nodgitam &akarnitam
ksemenadya vilanghito dhrtiharo distya madhur
balaya’’

She was blind with tears,

 could not see the sprays of mango blossom.

Busy as she was sighing deeply,

she could not smell the air fragrant with the mango
smell.

Her hair was disheveled and blocked the ears;

so she did not hear the high-pitched songs of the bees.
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Thus fortunately the traveller's young wife passed

the spring season which otherwise took away one’s
courage.

In the S/ékuntala, Kalidasa alludes to a charming
custom. When a girl sees the first buds on the mango,
she greets them with the words:

atammahariapamdura jividasavvarn vasamdamasassa
5 i - . . — .22
ditto si cuakoraa udumamngala tumam pasaemi

| see you, mango sprout,

reddish, green and white,

life's essence of the vernal month,
season’s lucky sign,

my dgreetings to you.

The spray is then plucked and offered to God Kama
with the words:

tumam si mae cudamkura dinno kamassa
gahidacavassa
pahiajanajuvailakkho pamcabbhahio saro hohi®

I give you, mango sprout,
to Kama with the mighty bow.
May you become the sixth arrow

to target the traveller's wife.

Though the mango tree is rather squat in appearance,
poets are so tender towards it that they see it occasionally
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as a delicate creeper. Kalidasa introduces the custom in
the Raghuvamsa:

abhinayan pariceturn ivodyata
malayamarutakampitapallava
amadayat sahakaralata manam sakalika
o= vy — .24
kalikamajitam api”
Intent on practicing dance steps,
its tender leaves shaken by the southern breeze,
the mango creeper full of blossom,

enthralled even the ascetics' heart.

At other times, the mango is seen as a male youth
and ladies find pleasure in marrying him off to supple
creepers like the Atimuktaka-lata (= Madhavi, Hiptage
madablota Gartn), Priyangu-lata (= Phalini, Callicarpa
macrophylla Vahl) or Navamallika (= Vasanti, Jasminum
samboc Ait). In the Raghuvamsa, Indumati plans the
marriage of her favourite mango tree with a Priyangu
creeper.25 Sakuntala is compared to a Navamallika that
found support of a mango tree.” In the Malavikagnimitra,
Agnimitra suggests to Malavika that she be the Atimuktaka
creeper and he the mango tree.”’ In the Raghuvarnsa,

- the Asoka is conceived as a creeper and is paired with the

28
mango.

Preoccupied as they were with love poetry, Sanskrit
poets seem to pay greater attention to the mango blossom
than to the delicious fruits that follow. But they did not
neglect it altogether. Here too, it is Kalidasa who has the
apt word: “The blossom becomes irrelevant, when the
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mango fruit ripens”. This he says in the context when,
enchanted by the new king, the subjects do not think any
more of the king's father.””  An anonymous poet resorts
to this humorous hyperbole:

akarnyamraphalastutim jalam abhut tan

narikelantaram
prayah kantakitam tathaiva panasarn jatam

dvidhorvarukam
aste 'dhomukham eva kadalaphalam draksaphalam
ksdratam

Syamatvam bata jambavarn gatam aho
matsaryadosad iha™

Having heard the praise of the mango fruit, .

the water hid itself inside a coconut;

the jack fruit had eruptions all over,

the fat cucumber split into two,

the banana hung its head in shame,

the grape became very small,

and the jamun turned black in face,

all this surely out of sheer envy.

There is no better way to conclude this poetic mélange

than with the blessing with which Kalidasa concludes his
Rtusamhara:

amrimanjulamanjarivarasarah satkimsukarn
yaddhanur
jya yasyalikulam kalankarahitar chatram Sitar$uh
sitam

84 JOURNAL OF SUKRTINDRA ORIENTAL RESEARCH INSTITUTE

mattebho malayanilah parabhrta yadvandino lokajit
so 'yam vo vitaritaritu vitanur bhadrarm uasanténuitah“

The tender spray of mango is his arrow,

the excellent KimSuka flower his bow,

the flock of black bees the bow string,

the bright moon his spotless parasol,

the southern breeze the riding elephant,

and the cuckoos hold the office of his bards.
May this bodiless Kama, the world’'s conqueror,
together with Spring, his friend,

bestow on you all that is good.

Endnotes

"A Shorter version, without Sanskrit quotations and
other references, appeared under the title “The Fragrance
of the Mango Blossoms is Heady” in Vanashobha, Journal
of the Friends of the Trees, February 2002 (Special Issue
on the Mango Tree), pp. 2-6.

1
An anonymous verse enumerates these five flowers thus:

aravindam aSokam ca cutam ca navamallika
nilotpalam ca pancaite pancabanasya sayakah

Another tradition replaces Navamallika with éiﬁ@a. Cf.
éérrigadharapaddhati, being an Anthology of Sanskrit
Verses, compiled by éarhgadhara, edited by Peter Peterson,
NSP, Bombay, reprint: Chaukhamba Sanskrit Pratishthan,
Delhi, 1987, verse no. 3196:
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.o . / — - /
sarasijam arunam hrdaye kucayo$ cutam drsor
asokarn ca
Sirasi Sirisam yonav utpalam etani panca banah syuh

Cf. also Vidya Niwas Misra, “The Mango-Blossom Imagery
in Kalidasa,” Journal of the American Oriental Society, 82
(1962), pp. 68-69.

? Raghuvamsa 6.69:

na hi praphullam sahakaram etya uvrksantaram
kanksati satpadali

3 . .
Misra, op. cit.

. * V. N. Misra, op. cit.: “For Kalidasa the mango-blossom
has therefore a treble meaning, as an object of nature, as
an emblem of fruitful love and the Spring of youth and
lastly as an (sic!) symbol of womanhood realized in its
completeness in motherhood. It also signifies the
continuity of human existence and secondarily an
offspring.”

® Kumarasambhava 1.27.
® Samngadharapaddhati, 1018.

! Vasantavilasa Phagu, ed. Madhusudan Chimanlal Modi,
Rajasthan Oriental Series 36, Rajasthan Oriental Research
Institute, Jodhpur, 1960, Longer Recension 8.

¢ Malavikagnimitra 3.4:

ange cutaprasarasurabhir daksino maruto me
sandrah sparsah karatala iva vyaprto madhavena
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’ éarhga_dharapaddhati 1016:

na tadrk karpire na ca malayaje no mrgamade
phale va puspe va tava bhavati yadrk parimalah
param tv eko dosas tvayi khalu rasale 'dhikagune
pike va kake va gurulaghuviSesam na manuse

" Rtusarnhara 6.1.

"' Ibid., 6.17.

2 éérhgadharapaddhati 1015.

" Kumarasambhava 3.32.

" Vasantavilasa Phagu, Shorter Recension 17.
" Vikramorvasiya 2.6.

'° Naisadhiyacarita 1.89.

" Siupalavadha 6.6:

smarahutasanamurmuracurnatam dadhur
ivamravanasya rajahkanah
nipatitah paritah pathikavrajan upari te paritepur ato
bhrsam

'® Rtusarmhara 6.30.

¥ Vasantavilasa Phagu, Longer Recension 44.

20

Vallabhadeva's ~ Subhasitavali, ed. P. Peterson and
Durgaprasada, Bombay Sanskrit Series, Bombay 1886, No.
1664.

" Ibid., No. 1683.
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22

Abhjjranasakuntala, in Revaprasada Dvivedi (ed),
Kalidasa-Granthavali, Varanasi, 1976, 6.2.

> Ibid., 6.3.

*  Raghuvarméa 9.33. Note also that in the

Abhjjnanasakuntala, Act 6, one of the palace maids is
named Citalatika, “mango creeper”.

® Raghuvarna 8.61:

mithunam parikalpitas tvaya sahakarah phalini ca
nanv imau
avidhaya vivahasatkriyam anayor gamyata ity
asampratam
?® Abhjjfianasakuntala 4.13:
clitena saméritavati navamalikeyam asyam aham tvayi
ca samprati vitacintah '

?" Malavikagnimitra 4.13:

visrja sundari samgamasadhvasam mayi cirat prabhrti
pranayonmukhe

parigrhana gate sahakaratam tvam
atimuktalatacaritam mayi

see also Abhijnanasakuntala, Act 3, p. 464:

ko danim sahaaram amtarena adimuttaladam
pallavidam sahedi.

*® Raghuvamsa 7.21:

hastena hastam parigrhya vadhvah sa rajastinuh
sutararn cakase
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anantarasokalatapravalam prapyeva citam
pratipallavena

The fresh leaves of both Asoka and mango are reddish
and long, and look like the tapering fingers of a woman.
This idea was used to good effect by Harsadeva in his
Ratnavali, 1.21. When the queen touches the ASoka tree,
her slender fingers look like another cluster fresh leaves.

sprstas tvayaiva dayite smarapijavyaprtena hastena
udbhinnaparamrdutarakisalaya iva laksyate 'Sokah

» Raghuvarnsa 4.9:

mandotkantha krtas tena gunadhikataya gurau
phalena sahakarasya puspoedgama iva. prajah

% Subhasitasudharatnabhandagara, or Treasury of San-
skrit Poetry, being a Collection of Amusing, Sarcastic and
Instructive Verses, compiled and annotated by Pandit
Shivadatta Kaviratna... Shri Venkateswara Steam Press
Bombay, 1928, Section on Rasala, No. 30.

' Rtusarnhara 6.38.

Seltishness 1s the only sin; Meanness 1s the
only vice; Hatred is the only criminality.
All else could be turned into good.

- S Auvobindo




