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ABSTRACT: This article provides a critical
appraisal of Swapnavasavadatta, the classical
Sanskrit play attributed to Bhasa, examining it as
the representation of a complex socio-historical
milieu, which illuminates gender structures and
power dynamics in ancient India. By foregrounding
the agency, psychological interiority and political
utility of female figures- specifically Princesses
Vasavadatta and Padmavati- the paper challenges
conventional narrative binaries that reduce ancient
Indian society solely to rigid, static patriarchy.
Drawing upon classical aesthetics, statecraft
traditions, and modern feminist historical
methodologies, this study explores how personal
devotion, state duty and female solidarity meet
each other. Special attention is given to the
dramatic function of the dream sequence, the
subversion of internal domestic rivalries within
elite polygamous households, and the role of
disguise both as a tool of political subjugation and
as a site of female emotional resistance.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Bhasa occupies a foundational, but
historically ambiguous position in classical
Sanskrit drama. The earliest chronological anchor
for his existence appears in the prologue of
Kalidasa’s Malavikagnimitra, wherein the stage
manager directly references Bhasa alongside
revered dramatists like Saumilla and Kaviputra.
Modern Indological scholarship generally places
Bhasa’s literary activity between the second
century BCE and the second century CE. His
artistic rediscovery in 1912, when T. Ganapati
Sastri uncovered thirteen palm-leaf manuscripts
written in Malayalam script at Manalikkara
Matham near Thiruvanathapuram, revolutionized
the study of early Indian theatrical traditions.

Among the Trivandrum Plays,
Swapnavasavadatta ("The Dream of Vasavadatta")

stands as Bhasa’s undisputed dramatic masterpiece.
Distinct from later, highly ornate court poetry,
Bhasa's dramaturgy is marked by swift dialogue,
psychological realism and a humanistic treatment
of characters. Even divine or royal personages in
his plays are endowed with profound human
vulnerabilities, making his works reflective mirrors
of early |historical social formations. In
Swapnavasavadatta, gender dynamics are not mere
decorative backdrop; rather, they form the
structural mechanism that drives the plot, enables
political ~ reconciliation  and  probes  the
psychological boundaries of love, loss and state
responsibilities.

II. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND
HISTORICAL CONTEXT

To evaluate gender relations in ancient
Sanskrit drama without falling into presentist
biases or uncritical romanticism, one must
synthesize classical Indian frameworks with
modern  feminist  historiography.  Feminist
historians like Kumkum Roy and Uma Chakravarti
have demonstrated that the ancient Indian socio-
political order was organized around twin
hierarchies: caste (varna) and gender (linga). These
structures were codified in prescriptive and
normative texts and were institutionalized through
royal courts.

However, literary representations-
particularly theatrical performance traditions-
frequently expose the fissures and negotiations
within these ideal legal codes. While political
treatises treated women primarily as instruments of
dynastic alliance or lineage continuity, dramatic
literature often granted female characters with
some emotional voice and strategic position. In
Swapnavasavadatta, Bhasa creates a narrative
where formal political authority is held by male
rulers such as King Udayana of Vatsa, King
Pradyota of Avanti, and King Darsaka of Magadha,
yet the actual preservation and restoration of the
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state depend entirely upon the calculated self-
sacrifice and concealed agency of women.

1. METHODOLOGY

In exploring gender relations and the role
of women in Swapnavasavadatta, this study takes a
qualitative approach that blends textual analysis,
historical context, and feminist perspectives.
Instead of viewing classical drama merely as
beautiful literature, we treat Bhasa's play as a
window into the societal norms and gender
dynamics of early historical India. The focus of this
analysis is a close reading of the play itself, paying
special attention to key elements like the character
of Avantika, the Garland Scene, and the Dream
Scene. Through this lens, it is aimed at uncovering
the psychological depths of the characters and the
subtle power shifts at play.

To ensure we don’t project modern views
onto the past, we situate these dramatic moments
within their historical context, comparing them to
the gender norms outlined in texts like the
Manusmriti and the political strategies described in
the Arthashastra. We then interpret the play using
concepts from contemporary gender historians,
such as Kumkum Roy's ideas about gendered
power, while also considering insights from
classical Indian aesthetics found in the Natyasastra.
This comprehensive approach reveals how women
navigate elite patriarchal structures through
emotional resilience, clever self-sacrifice, and
strong bonds with one another, highlighting their
active agency in a challenging environment.

Iv. DISGUISE, SUBJUGATION, AND
SUBVERSIVE FEMALE AGENCY

The narrative engine of
Swapnavasavadatta is driven by a state conspiracy.
Prime Minister Yaugandharayana spreads the false
rumor that Queen Vasavadatta has perished in the
village fire at Lavanaka alongside him. In reality,
he places her incognito under the pseudonym
"Avantika" as a ward in the care of Princess
Padmavati of Magadha. At first glance, this act
appears to be a stark manifestation of patriarchal
coercion: a woman’s identity, social status, and
marital happiness are erased by male ministers to
facilitate a political alliance between Vatsa and
Magadha against external enemies. However, a
deeper reading reveals that Vasavadatta is not a
passive victim of statecraft.

Vasavadatta exhibits conscious consent to
sacrifice. Fully aware of her husband’s political
vulnerabilities, she willingly agrees to the charade,
internalizing the grief of separation so that
Udayana can secure the military support of
Magadha through his remarriage to Padmavati. By
stepping into the realm of hardship as a maid-
servant, Vasavadatta elevates herself from an
object of royal protection to an active agent of state
preservation. Her agency operates through silent
endurance and strategic forbearance, proving that
political stability in Bhasa's universe is built upon
female emotional labour. Furthermore, disguise
functions as a double-edged sword: while it strips
her of royal luxury, it grants her unrestricted access
to observing her husband and his new bride,
turning her into an invisible witness who holds the
ultimate truth of the kingdom's destiny in her
hands.

V. SUBVERTING DOMESTIC
RIVALRY: SISTERHOOD AND
SOLIDARITY

Polygyny was an established institutional
feature among elite Kshatriya ruling houses in early
historical India, frequently portrayed in classical
literature as a breeding ground for factionalism,
jealousy and domestic strife. A remarkable feature
of Swapnavasavadatta is Bhasa’s intentional
subversion of this trope. Rather than generating
hostile rivalry between the co-wives, the play
presents a compassionate model of inter-female
solidarity.

This sisterly bond is clearly illustrated in
two key moments of the drama. In Act III, during
the Garland Scene, Vasavadatta, disguised as
Avantika, is tasked with weaving Padmavati’s
wedding garland. She deliberately includes the herb
Avidhavakarana ("ward off widowhood") to protect
her fellow wife, while intentionally omitting
Sapatnimardana ("crush the co-wife"). By actively
choosing the well-being of Padmavati over
personal malice, Vasavadatta subverts expected
domestic hostility.

Later, in Act V at the Ocean Pavilion,
Vasavadatta visits the chamber to soothe
Padmavati’s severe headache, demonstrating
genuine empathetic concern rather than structural
competition. Through these interactions, Bhasa
constructs what modern gender theory terms a
supportive homosocial network. In a socio-political
order where women were relocated through
strategic political marriages, friendships between
women offered emotional sanctuaries that
mitigated isolation. Padmavati’s deep respect for
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Avantika and her ultimate willingness to return
Vasavadatta to her rightful status as principal queen
further demonstrate that female solidarity could
reshape domestic power balances.

VL PSYCHOLOGICAL
INTERIORITY: THE DREAM MOTIF

In classical Sanskrit aesthetics, romantic
love (Sringara Rasa) is divided into enjoyment in
union (Sambhoga) and love in separation
(Vipralambha). Swapnavasavadatta is widely
regarded as the ultimate dramatization of love in
separation. The climax of this emotional landscape
occurs in Act V, the famous Dream Scene, which
gives the play its title. While King Udayana lies
asleep in the Ocean Pavilion grieving his lost
queen, Vasavadatta accidentally sits on his bed. In
his sleep, Udayana speaks to her and Vasavadatta
answers his questions before slipping away as he
wakes.

Psychologically and dramaturgically, this
scene operates on multiple levels. In waking life,
social decorum, royal duty and political expediency
enforce strict emotional boundaries. The dream
space functions as a liminal zone where
subconscious desires and suppressed truths erupt
without civic penalty.

For Vasavadatta, this encounter provides
profound emotional validation. Hearing Udayana
call out her name in his sleep reassures her that his
political marriage to Padmavati has not diminished
his love for her. This realization transforms her
suffering from empty degradation into a
meaningful, heroic sacrifice. Additionally, when
Vasavadatta gently adjusts Udayana's sleeping limb
before departing, her physical agency- though brief
and hidden- restores the emotional connection that
politics had broken, proving that female devotion
actively  sustains the hero's psychological
equilibrium.

VII. CONFLICT BETWEEN LOVE,
DUTY AND POLITICAL REALISM

The structural integrity of
Swapnavasavadatta rests upon the tension between
three classical goals of life: personal desire
(Kama), duty (Dharma), and political expediency
(Artha). Udayana’s excessive grief over
Vasavadatta initially causes him to neglect his
royal duties, leading to the loss of his kingdom to

the enemy Aruni. The political machinery
orchestrated by Minister Yaugandharayana seeks to
re-establish state power by forcing a union with
Magadha.

However, it is Vasavadatta who
harmonizes  these  conflicting  goals. By
subordinating her personal desire to the broader
political needs of the kingdom, she shows that
women in Bhasa's world were not passive tokens
exchanged between men, but moral anchors
capable of high political sacrifices. At the same
time, Bhasa takes care to show that her sacrifice
does not demolish her identity; the dramatic
resolution demands her public restoration to her
rightful place as senior queen, validating both her
romantic and political legitimacy.

VIII. CONCLUSION

Indian classical literature has vivid
narratives of history in them, in the embedded
form. Bhasa’s Swapnavasavadatta provides an
excellent avenue for the exploration of gender
relations in early historical India. Far from
endorsing a simplistic model of absolute male
dominance and female passivity, the play reveals
an intricate web of power negotiation, emotional
resilience and female political participation.

Through the character of Vasavadatta,
Bhasa demonstrates that female agency can
manifest not only through open defiance, but
through strategic endurance, moral authority and
calculated sacrifice. The portrayal of sisterly
bonding between co-wives under elite polygyny
challenges conventional tropes of domestic
hostility, offering a vision of female solidarity
amidst institutional constraints. Furthermore, the
dramatic use of the dream sequence elevates female
psychological interiority to the center of classical
Sanskrit aesthetics. Ultimately, Swapnavasavadatta
remains an invaluable textual source for historical
and literary analysis, demonstrating how ancient
drama captured the enduring strength, political
intellect and emotional depth of women within
classical Indian society.
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