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1. INTRODUCTION 
The foundation of Indian aesthetic theory was laid by Bharata Muni in his significant Sanskrit text, the 

Natyashastra. The ancient manuscript is regarded as the cornerstone of Indian drama and aesthetics, 

offering a comprehensive analysis of various art forms such as dance, drama, music and literature. 

Bharata Muni perceived theatre as an amalgamation of all these arts unified in their intent and 

expression. Central to this aesthetic theory is the concept of Rasa, which denotes the emotional essence 

or aesthetic quality that artistic performances elicit in the audience. The Natyashastra not only functions 

as a manual for theatrical performance but also provides a philosophical framework applicable to 

numerous artistic domains. While the term ‘Natya’ originally referred to dramatic performance or stage 

art, it has broadened to encompass diverse forms of artistic expression, including dance, music, film, 

painting, sculpture and literature. The term ‘Shastra’ signifies a collection of principles or guidelines 

rendering the Natyashastra a formal reference for the principles of performance and aesthetics. 

Consequently, the text serves as both a technical guide and a philosophical discourse on beauty and 

emotional engagement in the arts. Among its numerous contributions, the notion of Rasa is particularly 

notable as the most profound and lasting. Rasa represents the aesthetic experience, the emotional 

essence that art inspires in the viewer. It goes beyond simple entertainment or storytelling and delves 

into the domain of emotional realization and catharsis. The uniqueness of the Rasa theory lies in its 

universality and enduring significance. It has not only remained pivotal to Indian artistic traditions but 

also offers a robust framework for comprehending emotional and aesthetic reactions across different 

cultures. Despite its historical roots, the idea of Rasa remains relevant to modern artistic expressions 

and critical discussions. It transcends mere theory as it embodies a philosophy of emotional connection 
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that links the artist, the artwork and the audience in a profoundly experiential manner. Although the 

word “rasa” does not have a precise translation, it can be broadly interpreted as the “essence” or 

“flavour” of aesthetic enjoyment. 

2. THE ESSENCE OF RASA 
Bharata Muni, the ancient sage and the author of the Natyashastra, posited that Rasa embodies the 

experience of aesthetic pleasure, while Bhava denotes the mental or emotional state that leads to that 

experience. He elucidated the true essence of Rasa by asserting that it can only be fully appreciated 

within the realm of art. Emotions lacking inherent beauty or artistic value cannot be transmuted into 

Rasa. Therefore, Rasa signifies a refined and elevated emotional experience representing the sensation 

of beauty or joy that is invariably linked to a captivating performance, enhanced through poetic 

expression, music and graceful movement. In Bharata Muni’s perspective, Rasa transcends mere 

emotional pleasure as it is a form of divine knowledge, an encounter with the highest taste and ultimate 

bliss. The appreciation of poetry, drama and art is viewed as akin to spiritual or divine ecstasy. This 

comprehension serves as the foundation of classical Indian aesthetics. 

According to Bharata Muni, humans have the capacity to experience eight fundamental emotional 

states, which he termed Sthayibhavas. These include Joy(Rati), Laughter(Hasya), Sorrow( Soka ), 

Anger(Krodha), Heroic(Utsaha), Fear(Bhaya), Horror or Disgust(Jugupsa), and Wonder or 

Amazement(Vismaya). When these emotional states are artistically conveyed, they give rise to eight 

corresponding Rasas: Srngara(the Erotic), Hasya(Comedy), Karuṇa(Tragedy), Raudra(Anger), 

Veera(Heroic), Bhayanaka(Terrifying), Bibhatsa(Abominable), and Adbhuta(Marvellous ). These 

Rasas are not merely raw emotions, rather, they are aesthetically transformed emotional experiences 

that emerge from a blend of performance elements. Each of these Rasas is derived from four primary 

emotions: Comedy stems from the Erotic, Tragedy from the Terrible, the Sublime from the Heroic and 

the Terrible from the Disgusting. To enrich the artistic experience, Bharata Muni also associated each 

Rasa with a specific colour -light green for the Erotic, white for the Comic, dirty white for the Pathetic, 

red for the Angry, light orange for the Heroic, black for the Terrifying, blue for the Disgusting and 

yellow for the Marvellous . Additionally, he associated each Rasa with a governing deity, thereby 

infusing a spiritual aspect into the aesthetic experience. Viṣhṇu governs Srngara , while the Pramasas , 

the attendants of Shiva, are linked to Hasya, Rudra is connected with Bhayanaka , Yama with Raudra, 

Shiva with Adbhuta, Kaladeva with Bhayanaka , Indra with Veera and Brahma is regarded as the 

supreme deity overseeing all. Subsequently, a ninth Rasa, rasashanta or shantam(Harmony or Peace) 

was introduced. This Rasa embodies tranquility and spiritual detachment representing the aesthetic of 

serenity and liberation. Nevertheless, the addition of Shanta Rasa ignited significant debate among 

Sanskrit scholars from the sixth to the tenth centuries.  

In spite of the discussions, the notion of Navarasa or the Nine Rasas was ultimately embraced and 

became fundamental to Indian classical aesthetics. This concept gained popularity, particularly among 

the Alankarikas, who were scholars focused on poetic ornamentation and literary theory. In later 

centuries, two additional Rasas were incorporated, although their corresponding colours and deities 

were not distinctly defined. 

The experience of Rasa, as articulated by Bharata Muni, does not occur in isolation but through the 

interaction of various interconnected components. These consist of Vibhava(the cause of the emotion), 

Anubhava(the external manifestation) and Vyabhicharibhava(transient emotional states). Vibhava is 

categorized into two types-Alambhana Vibhava, which pertains to the person or object that directly 

elicits an emotion, and Uddipana Vibhava, which relates to the environmental or contextual elements 

that amplify the emotional response. Collectively, they establish the circumstances under which 

emotions are stirred. Anubhavas are the observable manifestations of emotions, such as facial 

expressions, gestures and speech, and are divided into Vachika(verbal expression) and Angika(bodily 

expression). These expressions enable the audience to perceive the emotional state of the characters on 

stage, thereby enhancing the experience of Rasa. Furthermore, Bharata Muni recognized 

Sattvikabhavas, which are involuntary emotional responses that manifest physically as a result of 

profound feelings. These responses encompass Stambha(paralysis), Sveta(sweating), 

Romancha(goosebumps), Svarabheta(change in voice), Vepathu(trembling), Vaivarnya(paleness), 

Asru(tears), and Pralaya (fainting). Beneath these dynamic elements exists the Sthyibhava, the 

prevailing or enduring emotional state that constitutes the essence of the Rasa experience. This 
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fundamental emotion is enhanced and supported by a set of 33 Vyabhicharibhavas or secondary 

emotions which contribute depth and richness to the emotional journey. By skilfully coordinating all 

these elements, Bharata Muni's Rasa theory offers a nuanced and profoundly spiritual insight into how 

art can elevate human emotions to a divine level. 

3. INDIAN AESTHETICS IN WESTERN LITERATURE 
A common misconception is that the rich traditions of drama and music were introduced to India by 

Western influences. In truth, India possesses one of the oldest and most sophisticated aesthetic traditions 

in the world, intricately woven into its philosophical and cultural heritage. Indian aesthetics 

primarily emphasize three essential art forms: poetry, music and architecture. Among these, poetry 

holds particular significance, often intertwining with performance art through the concept of naṭya -a 

fusion of visual, verbal and musical expression. The Indian notion of naṭya transcends mere 

entertainment, it represents a profound approach to understanding art and beauty from an aesthetic and 

spiritual viewpoint. It is a holistic art form where literature, music and dance converge to produce a 

deeply immersive experience. It is frequently described as 'visual poetry', rooted in devotion(bhakti) 

and ritualistic practices. This form of dramatic art surpasses spoken language, engaging emotional and 

spiritual connections. It is esteemed not only for its visual and narrative attributes but also for its ability 

to evoke rasa-the aesthetic flavour or emotional essence that forges a profound bond between the 

performer and the audience. In contrast, Western dramatic theory, particularly as influenced by 

Aristotle, tends to categorize drama into two main types: tragedy and comedy. Aristotle highlighted 

conflict as the pivotal element of drama, aiming to provoke emotions such as pity and fear, ultimately 

culminating in catharsis -a purification or release of these emotions. While this methodology is 

undeniably impactful, it is more structurally oriented and less attentive to the emotional nuances that 

permeate the entire artistic experience. 

 

The Indian aesthetic tradition, however, places rasa at the core of all artistic expression. In contrast to 

Aristotle's emphasis on plot and structure, Indian drama prioritizes emotional resonance. The success 

of a performance in Indian theatre is evaluated not solely by the intensity of the conflict but by the 

quality and depth of the emotional experience it generates. Notably, even Aristotle's concept of 'taste' 

in relation to beauty and the emotional response it evokes bears a conceptual resemblance to rasa. The 

notion that art facilitates an emotional release or realization is fundamental to both traditions. This 

indicates that despite cultural and philosophical disparities, the foundational principles of aesthetics 

may be inherently universal. 

Applying rasa theory to Western literature, particularly the works of William Shakespeare, 

demonstrates its broad relevance. Shakespeare, regarded as one of the preeminent playwrights in the 

West, frequently explored profound emotional and psychological states through his characters. His 

plays concentrate on personal and familial relationships, often set against societal, political or religious 

conflicts. These themes elicit a range of emotional responses, which align seamlessly with rasa theory. 

Indeed, Shakespeare's prowess lies in his depiction of universal human emotions such as love, jealousy, 

ambition, grief, joy and wonder which transcend time and culture. His language is imbued with poetic 

beauty, crafted to express subtle emotional nuances. Whether it is Hamlet's profound sorrow, Othello's 

tragic jealousy, or Macbeth's troubled ambition, Shakespeare's characters represent not merely 

individuals of a specific time or culture but universal human experiences. Therefore, applying rasa 

theory to Shakespeare's plays is not only fitting but also enriches our appreciation of the emotional 

depth and artistic brilliance of his work. It further illustrates that Indian aesthetic theory, despite its 

ancient origins and cultural distinctiveness, can enhance the comprehension of Western literature, 

underscoring the universality of emotional experiences and the connections between global literary 

traditions. 

4. EXPOSITION OF RASA THEORY IN SHAKESPEARE’S PLAYS  

a. Tragic Emotions and Ethical Depth in Othello and Hamlet 
William Shakespeare’s works possess a timeless capacity to captivate audiences and readers on a deeply 

emotional level. His skilful use of dialogue, dramatic action, characterization and poetic language crafts 

a vibrant stage where human emotions are examined with significant psychological and ethical depth. 

In the realm of tragedy, Bharata highlights karuna(pathos) and raudra(anger) as fundamental emotional 

currents. In Othello, one of Shakespeare’s tragedies, the interaction of these emotions is exemplified, 
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while Hamlet, another remarkable tragedy, delves into soka(sorrow) and karuna, providing a profound 

reflection on human suffering and moral intricacies. A thorough analysis of these two plays reveals how 

Shakespeare’s tragedies serve as both aesthetic and ethical explorations, generating emotional and 

philosophical engagement that resonates through various cultures and eras. In Othello, the tragedy is 

anchored in the devastating force of jealousy and the fragility of human trust. Othello, the noble Moor, 

embodies integrity and heroism, yet within his greatness lie the seeds of his demise. His affection for 

Desdemona, which initially brings joy and admiration, transforms tragically through Iago’s 

manipulation. Raudra is manifested in Othello’s spiral into anger and violence. The audience feels terror 

not only from the characters’ external actions but also from Othello’s psychological unravelling. The 

play’s progression illustrates how internal conflict can lead to disastrous outcomes in the external realm. 

The Initial scenes highlight Othello’s heroic nature and evoke karuṇa through the audience’s empathy. 

In Act I, Scene III, Othello defends his union with Desdemona in front of the Venetian senate:  

My life upon her faith!- Honest Iago, 

My Desdemona must I leave for thee. (1.3.294-295) 

His articulate speech and composed demeanour inspire admiration, while the precariousness of his 

situation elicits compassion. The audience becomes aware of Othello’s strengths alongside the 

vulnerability of his status as an outsider in Venetian society. This pivotal moment sets the stage for the 

tragic tension that arises as Iago’s schemes unfold. Iago’s exploitation of Othello’s trust illustrates the 

psychological intricacy with which Shakespeare crafts the tragic experience. In Act III, Scene III, Iago 

cautions:  

O, beware, my lord, of jealousy; 

It is the green-ey’d monster which doth mock 

The meat it feeds on. (3.3.169-171) 

This metaphor not only encapsulates the destructive essence of jealousy but also foreshadows the 

forthcoming shift in Othello’s emotions. The audience observes the transition from love to suspicion, 

from admiration to dread, creating a nuanced interplay of karuna  and raudra. As Othello’s jealousy 

escalates, the tragic inevitability becomes clear: the audience is drawn into empathy while 

simultaneously facing horror. The murder of Desdemona exemplifies the merging of these emotional 

currents, resulting in a cathartic reaction that resonates with Bharata’s interpretation of tragedy as the 

evocation of pity and terror. Shakespeare enhances this effect through vivid imagery and persuasive 

rhetoric. Othello’s speech becomes more fragmented and intense as his jealousy intensifies. In Act IV, 

Scene I, he declares, 

O, the world hath not a sweeter creature (4.1.180) 

before transitioning into suspicion and rage. The swift shift between tenderness and violence amplifies 

the audience’s emotional engagement. Desdemona’s innocence, juxtaposed with Othello’s escalating 

cruelty, strengthens the tragic impact, ensuring that compassion and terror remain closely linked. The 

ethical aspect of the play arises as the audience contemplates the repercussions of manipulation, the 

delicacy of trust and the moral obligations associated with both action and inaction. 

The interplay of raudra and karuna in Othello can be compared to the emotional depth of Hamlet, where 

sorrow and moral reflection prevail. Hamlet’s tragedy is marked by extended soka, stemming from his 

father’s demise and the perceived moral decay in Elsinore. In contrast to Othello’s rash reaction to 

jealousy, Hamlet’s sorrow is introspective, fuelled by contemplation and philosophical exploration. His 

soliloquy,  

O, that this too too solid flesh would melt, 

Thaw, and resolve itself into a dew! (1.2.129-130) 
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conveys deep sorrow and a longing for escape. This articulation of sorrow resonates with Bharata’s 

notion of soka, inviting the audience into a collective experience of mourning and ethical reflection. 

Shakespeare intricately weaves karuna into Hamlet’s sorrow, encouraging the audience to connect with 

his ethical and emotional challenges. Hamlet’s reluctance to seek revenge for his father’s death, 

motivated by a desire for moral righteousness and personal doubt, heightens the feeling of ethical 

conflict. The scene featuring the play-within-a-play (Act III, Scene II) serves as both a storytelling 

technique and a peak moment of emotional involvement. Hamlet orchestrates the re-enactment of his 

father’s murder to verify Claudius’s culpability, generating suspense and prompting ethical 

contemplation. The audience becomes immersed in Hamlet’s internal struggle, feeling both compassion 

for his pain and a reflection on the moral quandaries that immobilize him.  

Language and poetic structure are vital in maintaining the aesthetic and ethical impacts of both plays. 

In Othello, Othello’s sorrowful expression in Act V, Scene II, 

Then must you speak 

Of one that lov’d not wisely, but too well (5.2.346-347) 

encapsulates the tragedy’s moral and emotional core. Likewise, Hamlet’s soliloquy in Act III, Scene I 

To be, or not to be- that is the question (3.1.56) 

 expands grief into philosophical inquiry, elevating personal despair into a collective reflection on 

mortality, ethical duty and human suffering.  

The ethical and psychological depth of Shakespeare’s tragedies can be further understood by analysing 

the significance of secondary characters. In Othello, Iago’s treacherous schemes expose the fragility of 

human trust, while Emilia’s moral awakening and Desdemona’s steadfast innocence serve as 

counterpoints that enhance karuna. In Hamlet, Ophelia’s spiral into madness and subsequent death 

represent the collateral damage of moral decay and political machinations, amplifying the audience’s 

emotional engagement. These supporting characters act as enhancers of rasa, ensuring that the audience 

undergoes the complete range of human emotions — compassion, terror, grief and moral contemplation 

— throughout the unfolding tragedy. Shakespeare’s tragedies also exemplify the universality of 

Bharata’s aesthetic theories. Although Othello and Hamlet differ in narrative and emotional focus, both 

utilize the intentional evocation of rasa to foster ethical and psychological understanding. In Othello, 

empathy for Desdemona’s purity and fear of Othello’s brutality create a powerful emotional tension. In 

Hamlet, sorrow and compassion are maintained through introspection, contemplation and moral 

ambiguity. Both plays illustrate Shakespeare’s profound grasp of human psychology, showcasing how 

tragedy can elevate personal suffering into a collective aesthetic and ethical experience. 

Shakespeare’s incorporation of raudra, karuna and soka guarantees that the audience becomes morally 

and emotionally engaged in the storyline. Witnessing Othello’s jealousy and subsequent downfall 

prompts reflection on the ethical aspects of trust, deception and human vulnerability. Hamlet’s extended 

sorrow and moral indecision provoke contemplation regarding justice, accountability and the 

repercussions of inaction. Consequently, the audience is invited into a participatory ethical experience 

where aesthetic enjoyment and moral understanding are intertwined. Moreover, Shakespeare’s adept 

manipulation of dramatic structure maintains the experience of rasa throughout each of his plays. In 

Othello, the shift from harmony to suspicion, from love to jealousy and ultimately to disaster, guarantees 

that compassion and terror are perpetually at play. In Hamlet, the interaction of grief, contemplation 

and procrastination creates a continuous experience of soka and karuna. These structural methods 

illustrate Shakespeare’s adherence to Bharata’s principle that the arrangement of events in drama is 

essential for fostering sustained emotional engagement. 

b.  Rasa Dynamics in Macbeth  
In another remarkable work, Macbeth, one of Shakespeare’s tragedies, the play’s opening instils 

adbhuta rasa(marvellous) in the audience and subsequently evokes bhayanaka(fear) as it introduces 

three peculiar witches alambana vibhava gathered amidst a storm. Macbeth is portrayed as a sagacious 
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warrior driven by a desire for victory. His arsenal includes fighting strength, composure, determination 

and an unyielding fighting spirit, all of which aid him in confronting adversaries. Macbeth experiences 

a range of emotions – vismaya, jugupsa, srngara, hasya, veera and karuna – yet it is sthyibhava(desire) 

and bhaya(fear) that predominantly influence the narrative. Prior to Duncan’s murder, fear is the central 

theme and even after the horrific act, Macbeth remains plagued by insecurity. This insecurity leads to 

his decline from a formidable warrior to a stubborn, weakened individual, incapable of confronting 

opposition or dissent, particularly from Macduff, ultimately transforming him into a ruthless killer who 

annihilates Macduff’s entire family. The narrative of Macbeth illustrates the moral decline of a man 

whose ambition is to ascend to the throne, as foretold by the witches. Macbeth murders his benefactor, 

King Duncan of Scotland, to seize the crown, resulting in the destruction of his country, his family, and 

even his own identity. Ultimately, Macbeth meets his demise. Shakespeare intertwines the themes of 

tradition, the fate of education, and kingship with the aspirations and visions of nobles and monarchs. 

The play employs the straightforward theme of ambition as the foundation for ruin. The protagonist, 

Macbeth, emerges as a heroic figure ensnared by the ambition for crime. Initially, Macbeth is portrayed 

as a sensitive, courageous, and loyal lord to King Duncan. Upon hearing the witches' prophecy that he 

will ascend to the throne, he becomes consumed by an overwhelming desire and ambition. Encouraged 

by Lady Macbeth, he murders King Duncan to claim the crown. Following this act, he is plagued by 

guilt, fear and paranoia regarding his deeds. This turmoil drives him to commit further murders to 

conceal his crimes and secure his position. He experiences profound sorrow over the collapse of justice, 

the loss of honour and happiness in the world, and the death of his closest companion. Ultimately, 

Macbeth meets his demise, confronting a life devoid of meaning and resolutely accepting his fate.   

The environment surrounding Macbeth's castle mirrors his malevolent thoughts and emotions, all of 

which are characterized as uddipanavibhava. Macbeth's actions to obliterate Malcolm's justice in his 

quest for kingship following Duncan's death are steeped in grief, which is categorized as sattvika. 

Macduff and Malcolm asserted the necessity for a country that is peaceful, orderly and governed by 

law, emphasizing that criminals and malevolent thoughts must face punishment. The crimes that 

transpired in Scotland involved both Malcolm and Macduff. This serious predicament evokes sorrow 

in the hearts of readers or viewers who yearn for peace and harmony. Other characters also embody 

human emotions such as empathy and kindness. Macbeth’s battle and resolve against fate profoundly 

resonate with the reader’s compassion. A well-crafted performance concludes with a serene and tranquil 

ending. Macbeth, too, concludes with a feeling of peace, embodying the essence of shantarasa.  

Shakespeare’s Macbeth stands as one of the most unsettling tragedies within the Western literary 

tradition, a work that delves into the depths of human ambition, violence and moral repercussions. From 

its initial scene to its concluding image, the play envelops the reader and audience in an atmosphere of 

fear, revulsion and ultimately, a delicate sense of calm that emerges from the restoration of order. When 

examined through the classical Indian aesthetic framework of Bharata’s Natyashastr, three rasas 

become particularly significant in Macbeth: bhayanaka(fear), bibhatsa(disgust), and shanta(tranquility 

or calmness). Collectively, these rasas aid in comprehending how Shakespeare constructs an emotional 

journey that not only terrifies and repulses but also guides toward contemplation and a subdued peace 

at the conclusion. The bhayanaka rasa or the essence of fear, pervades the fabric of Macbeth. The play 

commences with the witches, enigmatic beings whose obscure language— 

Fair is foul, and foul is fair (1.1.12) 

instantly disrupts conventional understanding. This contradictory statement provokes unease as it blurs 

the lines between good and evil, as well as truth and deception. The fog and polluted air that envelop 

the witches conjure a realm of ambiguity where the natural and the supernatural coexist. Fear is not 

solely directed towards the witches themselves but also towards the reality they embody: a reality where 

ethical boundaries are obscured and concealed threats lurk in every corner. The audience is left feeling 

disquieted, immersed in a sense of foreboding even prior to Macbeth’s entrance. 

Upon Macbeth’s encounter with the witches, the bhayanaka rasa becomes even more pronounced. Their 

prophecy— 

All hail, Macbeth! Hail to thee, Thane of Glamis! 
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All hail, Macbeth! Hail to thee, Thane of Cawdor! 

All hail, Macbeth, that shalt be King hereafter! (1.3.48-50) 

elicits a sense of fearful expectation. Macbeth is taken aback, almost electrified by their declarations 

while Banquo also responds with caution observing that  

The instruments of darkness tell us truth, 

Win us with honest trifles, to betray’s 

In deepest consequence- (1.3.123-125) 

 In this instance, fear does not stem from immediate physical threats but rather from a future laden with 

unpredictability. This fear intensifies when Lady Macbeth summons the spirits to “unsex” her and 

imbue her with cruelty. The bhayanaka rasa present here intertwines with the uncanny, as a woman 

renounces her nurturing role in favour of embodying violence. Her invocation— 

Come, thick night, 

And pall thee in the dunnest smoke of hell (1.5.47-48) 

immerses the audience in a chilling atmosphere.  Bhayanaka operates through imagery of darkness, 

concealment, and the encroachment of the supernatural into the domestic realm. 

The murder of Duncan in Act II brings to fruition the fearful anticipation established earlier. Although 

the act is not depicted on stage, Shakespeare cultivates fear through sound, language and atmosphere. 

The knocking at the gate following the murder produces a shuddering effect as if the outside world itself 

reacts in horror to the crime. Macbeth’s words encapsulate his terror:  

‘Sleep no more; 

Macbeth does murder sleep’ (2.2.35-36) 

By killing Duncan, Macbeth has obliterated his own peace. The bhayanaka rasa manifests as 

psychological anguish, instilling in the audience a fear not only for Macbeth’s fate but also for the 

vulnerability of human conscience under the burden of guilt. 

If bhayanaka dictates the atmosphere of the play, the bibhatsa rasa manifests in its portrayal of violence, 

blood and moral decay. Shakespeare focuses on images that repel and induce nausea, compelling the 

audience to confront human degradation. Lady Macbeth’s desperate attempt to cleanse Duncan’s blood 

from her hands, 

Out, damned spot! out, I say! (5.1.33) 

serves as one of the most striking illustrations. Her obsessive hand-washing during the sleepwalking 

scene highlights the moral blemish that no amount of water can erase. The disgust stems not only from 

the sight of blood but also from the inescapable nature of guilt. Earlier, Macbeth himself expresses this 

sense of bibhatsa following Duncan’s murder:  

Will all great Neptune’s ocean wash this blood 

Clean from my hand? No; this my hand will rather 

The multitudinous seas incarnadine, 

Making the green one red (2.2.60-63) 

The exaggerated image of seas transformed into blood overwhelms the senses. It elicits a visceral 

reaction of disgust, a revulsion at the crime so immense that it appears to taint nature itself. The 

audience is forced to recoil, sharing Macbeth’s realization that he has unleashed an irreversible 
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pollution. The bibhatsa rasa also permeates the imagery of unnaturalness throughout the play. 

Following Duncan’s murder, Lennox describes the night as filled with 

Lamentings heard i’ th’ air, strange screams of death, 

And prophesying with accents terrible (2.3.54-55) 

Ross observes that Duncan’s horses 

Turn’d wild in nature, broke their stalls, flung out, 

Contending ’gainst obedience, as they would make 

War with mankind (2.4.16-18) 

Disgust intensifies with Macbeth’s subsequent offenses. The assassination of Banquo, executed by hired 

killers along with the massacre of Lady Macduff and her children is particularly characterized by 

bibhatsa. In Act IV, Scene 3, Ross conveys to Macduff the news of the massacre, and the gravity of the 

situation is reflected in the intensity of the act: 

Your castle is surpris’d; your wife and babes 

Savagely slaughter’d (4.3.204-205) 

The audience experiences revulsion at Macbeth’s descent into brutality as his ambition for power 

devolves into mindless cruelty. The bibhatsa rasa in this context serves an ethical purpose: it compels 

the audience to reject Macbeth not merely as a tragic hero but as a monstrous entity who has breached 

the most essential ties of human affection. 

If bhayanaka and bibhatsa prevail in the middle sections of the play, the shanta rasa surfaces in its 

conclusion. The shanta rasa is not merely joy or victory; it represents a tranquility that follows chaos, a 

reflective peace that arises once the storm has subsided. In the play, shanta is attained not through 

Macbeth’s redemption but through the reinstatement of moral and political order. When Macbeth 

ultimately faces Macduff, the audience transitions from fear and disgust to a feeling of resolution. Upon 

discovering that Macduff was  

from his mother’s womb 

Untimely ripp’d (5.8.15–16) 

Macbeth realizes that the witches’ prophecy has misled him. His defiance collapses into fatalism:  

Lay on, Macduff; 

And damn’d be him that first cries, ‘Hold, enough!’ (5.8.33–34) 

The shanta rasa in this instance is paradoxical: although the duel is brutal, the audience experiences a 

sense of release, recognizing that justice is finally being served. 

The play concludes with Malcolm’s proclamation of peace:  

Henceforth be Earls, the first that ever Scotland 

In such an honour nam’d (5.8.63-64) 

Order is reinstated, titles are reaffirmed and the corrupt rule of Macbeth comes to an end. More 

importantly, Malcolm acknowledges the wounds and losses suffered by his nation:  

What’s more to do, 

Which would be planted newly with the time- (5.8.64-65) 
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His awareness that healing requires time imparts a tone of sober calmness to the conclusion rather than 

a triumphant celebration. The shanta rasa Is also reflected in Macduff’s sorrow upon discovering the 

murder of his family. Although this occurs prior to the final confrontation, it foreshadows the serenity 

of the conclusion. His lament— 

All my pretty ones? 

Did you say all? O hell-kite! All? (4.3.216–217) 

conveys profound devastation, yet his determination to transform grief into action hints at the liberation 

that arises through justice. By the time he vanquishes Macbeth, the shanta rasa transcends personal 

vengeance and evolves into the stillness of restored moral order. Consequently, the play transitions from 

the atmosphere of bhayanaka, through the visceral shocks of bibhatsa, towards the reflective calm of 

shanta. This progression does not obliterate the earlier emotions, instead, it assimilates them leaving the 

audience in a state of contemplation. The silence at the conclusion of Macbeth is not void but imbued 

with memory serving as a reminder of the terror and revulsion that preceded it and of the delicate peace 

that human societies must perpetually strive to maintain. 

 

c. Reconciling Love and Wonder in Cymbeline and The Tempest  
Shakespeare’s later works defy simple categorization. Cymbeline, categorized as a tragedy in the First 

Folio, is frequently re-evaluated by scholars as a romance or tragicomedy, while The Tempest has been 

long regarded as the most imaginative of his romantic plays. Both works delve profoundly into themes 

of love, loss, reconciliation and wonder, yet they approach these themes through distinct emotional 

frameworks that resonate closely with the Indian concept of rasa. The Natyashastra elucidates how 

emotions or rasas emerge from the interaction of determinants vibhāva), consequents(anubhāva) and 

fleeting emotional states (vyabhicaribhava). Among the nine classical rasas, srngara(love), 

Adbhuta(wonder), and shanta(tranquility or peace) are pivotal for comprehending these plays. 

Cymbeline portrays srngara rasa in both its entirety(sambhoga) and its separation(vipralambha), 

particularly through the bond between Imogen and Posthumus, while also incorporating familial love 

and the Christian notion of forgiveness as extensions of romantic and emotional love. Conversely, The 

Tempest emulates adbhuta rasa through its enchanting environment, music and supernatural occurrences 

ultimately leading to shanta rasa when Prospero relinquishes revenge and embraces reconciliation. 

When analysed together through this aesthetic perspective, both plays showcase Shakespeare’s skill in 

intertwining Western dramatic structure with sentiments that reflect the universality of Indian aesthetic 

principles. 

At its core, Cymbeline is a narrative of love, defiance and reconciliation. The plot centres on Imogen, 

the daughter of King Cymbeline, who opts to marry Posthumus, a man of lower social standing but 

greater virtue, against her father’s desires. This act of defiance triggers a tale of exile, deception, 

attempted murder and eventual reunion. The play is rich in srngara rasa as it dramatizes both the joy of 

union and the pain of separation. At the outset, Imogen and Posthumus’s clandestine marriage 

exemplifies sambhoga srngara. Their affection does not stem from a fleeting passion, as seen in The 

Tempest with Miranda and Ferdinand, but rather evolves from friendship into a deep-seated attraction. 

Imogen articulates to her father the reasons for her choice of Posthumus: 

It is your fault that I have loved Posthumus. 

You bred him as my playfellow, and he is 

A man worth any woman, overbuys me 

Almost the sum he pays (1.1.175-178) 

In this context, the vibhava(cause of the emotion) of their shared childhood companionship evolves into 

the more profound affection characteristic of adult love. Although their marriage is secret, it symbolizes 

the victory of mutual desire over imposed authority, illustrating a contemporary understanding of love 

that is grounded in personal freedom. 



Volume 7, Issue 6, 2025 

International Journal of Language and Literary Studies  81 

 

The scene of their separation emphasizes the tokens of love they exchange—Imogen’s ring and 

Posthumus’s bracelet. These items serve as uddipana vibhavas(stimuli that enhance emotion), serving 

as reminders of their connection during their time apart. Posthumus proclaims: 

My queen, my mistress! 

O lady, weep no more, lest I give cause 

To be suspected of more tenderness 

Than doth become a man. I will remain 

The loyal’st husband that did e’er plight troth. 

My residence in Rome at one Philario’s, 

Who to my father was a friend, to me 

Known but by letter; thither write, my queen, 

And with mine eyes I’ll drink the words you send, 

Though ink be made of gall (1.1.107-116) 

The tenderness of their farewell encapsulates the sweetness of their union, even amidst the trials of 

exile. However, Shakespeare swiftly transitions from sambhoga to vipralambha srngara. When Iachimo 

deceives Posthumus by fabricating false evidence of Imogen’s infidelity, love is beset by doubt. 

Consumed by jealousy, Posthumus instructs Pisanio to kill Imogen. For Imogen, the letter of 

condemnation brings confusion and despair, yet not bitterness. She remains steadfast even in the face 

of betrayal, inquiring: 

Why, good fellow, 

What shall I do the while? Where bide? How live? 

Or in my life what comfort when I am 

Dead to my husband? (3.4.146-149) 

This moment illustrates vipralambha srngara at its most: separation, sorrow and yet enduring affection. 

The audience experiences karuṇa rasa(pathos) intertwined with love-in-separation, as Imogen’s 

suffering dramatizes devotion that transcends betrayal. The bracelet episode further heightens the rasa 

experience. When Iachimo pilfers the bracelet from Imogen while she sleeps, the physical looseness of 

the jewel is interpreted as a manifestation of her love-sickness as she has weakened from yearning for 

her absent husband. The bracelet thus transforms into a symbol of both her fidelity and her anguish, an 

external anubhava(consequent) of her internal passion. Posthumus also undergoes a transition from 

jealousy to remorse. After commanding Imogen’s death, he is engulfed by regret. Had she survived, her 

forgiveness might have granted him redemption. His acknowledgment of his mistake, coupled with 

Imogen’s unwavering loyalty, leads to reconciliation. 

Despite Imogen’s acts of disobedience, Cymbeline’s paternal love is consistently highlighted. When 

she goes missing, his sorrow unveils the profoundness of his affection: 

Heavens, 

How deeply you at once do touch me! Imogen, 

The great part of my comfort, gone (4.3.3-5) 

Subsequently, upon their reunion, his elation is immense: 
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If this be so, the Gods do mean to strike me 

To death with mortal joy (5.5.276-277) 

This expression of filial love, conveyed through paternal sorrow and reunion, broadens the 

understanding of srngara beyond mere conjugal affection to include familial ties. Ultimately, the play 

intertwines the Christian notion of love—anchored in forgiveness, repentance, and compassion—within 

the framework of srngara rasa. Posthumus seeks forgiveness, Imogen grants it, Cymbeline absolves 

even his adversaries and harmony is reinstated. The final atmosphere of reconciliation embodies the 

Christian principle that “love remembers not the wrong”. Therefore, in Cymbeline srngara rasa 

transcends the sensual or romantic; it evolves into a universal expression of human connection, 

sanctified by forgiveness and divine love. 

While Cymbeline centres on love as its primary aesthetic experience, The Tempest flourishes through 

wonder and resolution. From the initial storm to the concluding acts of forgiveness, the play exemplifies 

adbhuta and culminates in shanta rasa. The essence of adbhuta rasa permeates The Tempest through its 

setting, vivid imagery and supernatural occurrences. The island, encircled by the vast ocean, coral, 

pearls and magical transformations, serves as a site of wonder. Prospero, aided by Ariel, conjures 

storms, illusions and masques that captivate both the characters and the audience. Bharata Muni 

identifies uddīpana vibhava for Adbhuta—extraordinary landscapes, miraculous events, music and 

celestial beings—all of which Shakespeare masterfully employs. When Ferdinand first lays eyes on 

Miranda, he views her as divine: 

Most sure, the goddess 

On whom these airs attend!- Vouchsafe my prayer 

May know if you remain upon this island (1.2.505-507) 

Miranda, in response, is equally astonished by Ferdinand: 

I might call him 

A thing divine, for nothing natural 

I ever saw so noble (1.2.498-500) 

Their shared amazement embodies adbhuta at the level of human interaction where love itself is felt as 

a form of wonder. More broadly, every display of Prospero’s magic—his dominion over spirits, his 

orchestration of storms, the masque of Ceres and Juno—serves as anubhavas that evoke wonder in both 

characters and the audience. 

Music plays a pivotal role in this rasa. Ariel’s melodies transform the ambiance into one of enchantment, 

leading characters into altered states of awareness. The masque, too, is a performance within a 

performance, specifically crafted to elicit marvel. However, Shakespeare does not permit adbhuta to 

serve as the concluding rasa. The narrative shifts into shanta rasa which represents the rasa of tranquility 

and reconciliation. Prospero exemplifies this transition, despite possessing the capacity for revenge, he 

opts for virtue. He proclaims: 

The rarer action is 

In virtue than in vengeance. They being penitent, 

The sole drift of my purpose doth extend 

Not a frown further (5.1.35-38) 

In this moment, Prospero renounces raudra(anger) and embraces forgiveness, thereby transforming the 

emotional landscape into one of peace. His abandonment of magic further underscores his detachment. 

By acknowledging the limitations of human power and the fragility of existence, Prospero gains the 
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insight of mortality, which aligns with the Indian understanding of shanta as the rasa of 

moksha(liberation). The play encapsulates three forms of emancipation: Ariel is liberated from 

servitude, Caliban is freed from his drunken bondage and Prospero himself is unburdened from the 

weight of magic and vengeance. Each act of liberation enhances the atmosphere of serene resolution. 

The audience, having navigated through tumultuous storms of wonder, reaches a state of tranquility, a 

stillness that surpasses conflict. 

5. CONCLUSION 
The comparative study of Shakespeare through the framework of Bharata Muni’s rasa theory not only 

broadens the horizons of cross-cultural literary criticism but also demonstrates the unique interpretive 

power of non-Western aesthetics. Western literary traditions, shaped by Aristotle’s Poetics, have long 

privileged the structural features of tragedy—hamartia, peripeteia, and catharsis as the defining criteria 

of dramatic form. Later developments in criticism further emphasized either the psychological 

unconscious or the socio-political structures underlying dramatic action. These perspectives often 

confine Shakespeare’s plays to frameworks of causality, character flaw or ideological conflict. A rasa-

based reading, however, shifts focus from explanation to experience. It asks not only how tragedy 

unfolds but what aesthetic essence the audience savours through the interplay of emotion, performance 

and universal sentiment. In this light, Shakespeare’s tragedies reveal dimensions frequently overlooked 

by Western criticism. Othello becomes more than an exploration of jealousy or racialized insecurity, it 

becomes a vehicle of raudra(anger) and karuṇa(pathos), where Desdemona’s innocence and Othello’s 

fatal passion merge into an experience that transcends individual psychology. The rasa approach shows 

how the play distils raw human emotion into aesthetic enjoyment, enabling the audience to taste sorrow 

without being consumed by it. Similarly, Hamlet, when viewed through soka(sorrow) and karuṇa, is 

not simply a narrative of delay but an aesthetic orchestration of grief that transforms private mourning 

into shared contemplative experience. This interpretive shift highlights how rasa theory universalizes 

emotions lifting them out of the contingencies of Elizabethan politics or Freudian familial drama. 

Macbeth offers an even sharper contrast. Aristotelian criticism often frames Macbeth’s downfall as the 

product of ambition and hubris. Yet a rasa analysis foregrounds bhayanaka(fear) and bībhatsa(disgust), 

exposing how Shakespeare manipulates atmosphere, imagery, and moral collapse to generate an 

overwhelming aesthetic response. This also reveals how shanta(tranquility) emerges in the play’s 

conclusion, providing a sense of spiritual stillness absent from many Western readings. In this way, rasa 

theory perceives tragedy not only as destruction but also as a pathway toward emotional equilibrium 

and transcendence. The late romances, such as Cymbeline and TheTempest, further illustrate the value 

of this comparative framework. A traditional Western reading might emphasize resolution, 

reconciliation or the restoration of social order. Rasa analysis, however, highlights adbhuta(marvellous) 

and shanta(peace or tranquility) as the dominant aesthetic experiences. The miraculous recognitions, 

the reunions and Prospero’s final renunciation become more than narrative devices, they are 

orchestrations of emotional states that elevate the audience into a mood of awe and serenity. Thus, rasa 

theory uncovers how Shakespeare’s dramaturgy not only entertains or instructs but also cultivates a 

form of aesthetic transcendence. 

Ultimately, the synthesis of Bharata Muni’s aesthetics with Shakespeare’s dramaturgy demonstrates 

that the plays are not bound solely by Western categories of tragedy or romance. While Western literary 

readings foreground causality, psychology, or ideology, rasa theory reveals the deeper emotional 

architecture—the universal affective experience that binds the audience and the performance. It shows 

how Shakespeare’s genius lies not only in his insight into human flaws or historical crises but also in 

his ability to transform fleeting emotions into aesthetic essence . This universalizing framework 

explains why his works resonate across cultures, they invite audiences to savor anger, sorrow, fear, 

disgust, wonder and peace in distilled, aesthetic form. By situating Shakespeare within the rasa tradition, 

readers see him not only as the inheritor of Western tragedy but as a dramatist whose art participates in 

a global aesthetics of emotion, transcending cultural boundaries and reaffirming the timeless human 

capacity to find beauty in the depths of experience. 
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