The Poetry of Sri Aurobindo – 3
 Metre and Meaning
Let’s try to apply the principles that we heard last time. The point of quantitative metre is that it is natural, not artificial. It has accent, stress, and weight. Weight means the weight of the voice on the phrase. Sometimes the weight of the voice is determined by accent, and sometimes by stress, and thirdly by the flow of the meaning - the natural weight that the voice gives to the word or phrase. We will see repeatedly that Sri Aurobindo says it is the ear that must determine the weight and the rhythm, not the eye. When the eye scans the line there are certain rules of rhythm, which we heard about last time, that the eye can find with the help of the memory of sound, but when the line of poetry is read, it is meaningful and sounds right when the ear hears the intended meaning. It is the sound which determines the rhythm and the meaning.

Let’s do an experiment. Try reading the first three lines of the poem on page 376.1 First, silently read it for the idea, and ask its question sincerely. We are familiar enough with the spiritual philosophy of Sri Aurobindo to know what he is talking about. And then read the first four phrases, including “August”, which goes with the first line.

Who art thou in the heart comrade of man who sitst

August, watching his works, watching his joys and griefs, 

Unmoved, careless of pain, careless of death and fate?

I would suggest that some of these phrases, like “comrade of man”, in the reading of the line, don’t sit easily in the interpretive framework that we normally apply to understand what we read. These four phrases, ‘who are thou’, ‘in the heart’, ‘comrade of man’, ‘who sitst august’ are actually epithets, names or characterizations of the subject. We can get the meaning of it but it seems a little irregular. The question is, why construct the line this way? If we apply the conventional scansion technique in English which looks for stress and accent, because that is all we usually look for in English poetry, or prosody, it will not tell us how this line can sound and have meaning. The typical scansion will not give us the right relationship of these four epithets. We may find that the phrase “comrade of man” in particular will not have much audible importance. The voice tends to lose it. What importance does it have? What does the word “comrade” really mean, to us, in our different cultural contexts and languages? Do we just gloss over it, with hardly any accent or meaning when we read it?

Our minds put these words and phrases in neat little categories, and then we have our understanding. We can read it with our mind and get the meaning by translating the images into concepts, and we could interpret it in various ways, but what Sri Aurobindo is aiming at is poetry that communicates fully and completely, without question, exactly what it means, without any analysis or interpretation at all: the direct transmission of the inspired vision, meaning, truth. He says that it is the secret of quantity, of the weight of the voice that conveys the meaning, which makes it possible to write and use this kind of poetry. 

The question, then, is whether this poetry can, or will, convey directly and powerfully the inner sense and truth of that which is being spoken, seen, and said. If that is what it is going to do, then the meaning shouldn’t lie concealed behind cultural, intellectual, and other shades of interpretation. Each of these phrases should stand, fully revealed in what we hear. 

Who art thou in the heart comrade of man …

                                                                                                                                                                                                 |          |

This helpmate, this guide, is there: it can be stressed on both the first syllables, com rade, and then it is a spondee. Sri Aurobindo tells us that there is a metric foot where both syllables get equal weight, which is very important in hexameter, coming often in the middle and at the end. If this being is “August” (another word that tends to get dropped by the voice) and he puts it at the very beginning of the second line, it is an extremely powerful word. There is hardly any word more powerful than “August”, he is Caesar Augustus, he is monarch. ‘Comrade of man’ on the one hand is this helper with us and on the other, he is king. I would suggest that it is 

   |        |                    |

com rade of man

and then we have a spondee and an iamb.

Who art thou, comrade of man, who sitst August?

       |  |       |                 |         |     |             |               |            |

Who art thou in the heart, comrade of man, who sitst August?

It keeps going through subtle shades of meaning, and somewhere there is the right intonation, rhythm, and stress. Let’s try the rest of the line:

….  watching his works, watching his joys and griefs, 

Unmoved, careless of pain, careless of death and fate?

Unmoved, this is the key, the central word, along with “August”. Unmoved carries the meaning of the three lines. This is something that Sri Aurobindo is always trying to achieve, to convey: this stillness, this marble like, immovable, self. 

We heard it last time in Descent2: 

Rigid, stone like, fixed like a hill or statue,

Vast my body feels and upbears the world’s weight

This solidity of experience already contradicts our ordinary attitude towards poetry. We are expecting something delicate, and close to meaningless – so subtle that we don’t have to change our attitude much to take it in. When we see words like Unmoved and August, we basically don’t know what to make of them. We are always moving, our mind is always moving, there is nothing in our daily experience normally which is August, there hasn’t been anything noble on this earth in our normal experience at least, perhaps ever, or perhaps rarely. 

We don’t know who it is. If we knew, these words would not seem so unusual. Sri Aurobindo intends to convey to the ear, heart, and mind a sense of this inner solidity and inner help and nobility that we normally lack in mundane life. The way this can be done, he says, is by giving to the phrases their true weight and significance. It doesn’t just pop out, off the tip of the tongue. Therefore, it is important to know a little about these things. Sri Aurobindo has devoted twenty years of yogic force to writing poetry that he thought could change things, change minds and bring down god into the lives of men. It was a very serious undertaking. He has written guidelines to help us, as well as the poems. If we are going to make use of these poems, then we first of all have to do something which he said is very far from our training and conditioned abilities. No age, he says, has been farther removed from the ability to appreciate, understand, and use this kind of poetry. We should take that seriously. We have to read and to hear the poem.

Let’s go back then to page 332 and walk a little more through his explanation – A theory of true quantity:

“If we are to get a true theory of quantity, the ear must find it. It cannot be determined by mental fictions or by reading with the eye.” 3 Having read SA for the past forty years, I am inclined to believe that he didn’t write very much that he didn’t mean, and that he didn’t want us to share with him. “The ear too, in listening, must exercise its own, uninfluenced, pure hearing, if it is not to go astray.”  Because our ears mostly hear only what they are accustomed to hearing, and want to hear. “So listening, we shall find that intrinsic or inherent quantity and the positional sound values … the traditional scansion is probably not accurate.” He will give us some examples. “There is a dwelling of the voice, a horizontal weight bar laid across the phrase.” This is an incredible phrase. He writes prose like this also. That’s why The Life Divine should sometimes also be read aloud.

There are passages in The Life Divine where he is paraphrasing the Bhagavad-Gita and    there are paragraphs and full pages of pure Upanishadic speech.  If you are trying to read it line by line and para by para with your mind to figure out what he is saying, I assure you, you will miss all of it. 

“There is a dwelling of the voice, a horizontal weight bar laid across the phrase, or there is its rapid passing, an absence of the weight bar.” He gives examples that we will enjoy in a moment. “That difference decides its natural length. It creates the inherent or intrinsic long or short.” The inherent or intrinsic long or short is created by the presence or absence of the voice weight. Sri Aurobindo gives a detailed explanation.

     /                   /

“Lazily, … sweetness,…” the accent and weight are on the first syllable. Both are accented. These syllables happen to be long and they get the natural stress. But when we look at words like “heavily”, the “hea” is a short syllable; in “aridity”, the “i” is a short syllable, but it still gets the stress when we say the word. In “channel” the “a” is not a long syllable but it gets the stress. The point is that it is not a question of whether a syllable or vowel is long or short, but where the weight of the voice goes naturally in the language. Otherwise the line would be artificially constructed. 

This is why he says the eye can’t tell it; the ear must tell it. If the ear is very familiar with English verse maybe it can hear it. But if we hear it, there is no doubt. We have to read the words aloud.

Again, he says, “There is a vertical ictus, weight of the voice, the hammer-stroke of stress on the syllable; that of itself makes even a short-vowel syllable metrically long, as in hea⊥vı˘ly˘, a˘rı⊥dı˘ty˘, cha⊥nne˘l,  ca˘na⊥l; the short-vowel syllables that have not the lengthening ictus or vertical weight and have not, either, the horizontal weight of the voice upon them remain light and therefore short. In the words, narrative na⊥rratı˘ve, man-eater ma⊥neate˘r, brutality bruta⊥lı˘ty˘, contemplative co˘nte⊥mplatı˘ve, incarnate ı˘ncar⊥nate, we see this triple power of length at work within one word,— weight-bar long syllables stressed or unstressed, hammer-stroke-weighted short vowel longs, natural unweighted short syllables.” (note: due to the limitations of typography, the diacritical marks are only partially accurate; the = indicates the stressed long syllable, and the short syllable notation follows slightly its vowel)

Narrative. Man-eater.

                                                                                                                               |

Man and eat are both long syllables. But man-eater gets the vertical stress on man. We have a stressed long and an unstressed long. “Brutality”, Bru is a short vowel, “a” is a short vowel. Both of them get stress and the second gets the weight. 

        |

Brutality.

Then he gives examples of natural unweighted short syllables. “Contemplative”, con is short, em is short, a is short, i is short but, in the whole scheme of the word, “contemplative”, there is a little bit more stress on the second - em, but not much difference in weight. Contemplative is a very balanced four syllable word without any particular stress. In a line this can become a couple of pyrrhics, those very insignificant, short breath, hardly stressed, unemphasised syllables. Sri Aurobindo puts these observations in the context of poetry:

    /    |/            /   /           /       |/      /

Contemplative    Incarnate   The incarnate truth, the logos.

“It is clear that there can be no true reduction of stressed or unstressed or of intrinsic long or short to a sole one-kind principle; both stress and vowel length work together to make a complex but harmonious system of quantity. But, yet again, there is a third factor of length-determination; there is consonantal weight, a lingering or retardation of the voice compelled by a load of consonants, or there is a free unencumbered light movement. This distinction creates the positionally long syllable, short by its vowel but lengthened by its consonants, strength, (the short e has no length but the ght after it gives it the long echo) swift (the short i is carried by the long consonants)…”, then he comes back to the lines of Webster that we have seen. 

“It is evident to the natural ear that stress confers in its own right, metrical length on the syllable in which it occurs; even an extreme shortness of the vowel does not take away the lengthening force given. To the ear it stands out that the feet in Webster’s line, “my˘ eyes daz|zle” and “she| died young,” are, quantitatively, bacchius and spondee;” … he has marked the bacchius and spondee and he has given the pyrrhic in between. 

        /             |                               /            |

My eyes dazzle, she died young.

“The one is not and cannot be a true anapest, as it would or can be accounted by

convention in accentual scansion, the other is not and cannot be either iamb or trochee.”
Only if you are trying to give the line its full sound quantity would you make that distinction. If you were reading it with the mind, silently, you would not put any of those accents in the line, because you would get the meaning of it in another way. The question is, how much of the meaning of it would you get really? You would get that first abstract mental impression meaning if you just read it silently. If you read it poetically with a conventional line scansion then you’ll get a rhythm of some kind. But, if you read it with its full voice weight value where the weight bar lays across the line, then you get an elevated meaning. It is the elevation that we are being led towards. 

If we take that notion, Sri Aurobindo has given a few lines of Ilion to illustrate it, on page 335. 4 He commented a little bit on how the typical scansion, and the typical iambic and trochaic feet have been used by certain English poets to try to achieve hexameteric length without any success. He suggests again that we should consult the ear and not the theorizing mind. What is its judgment on this point, if we listen to these four hexameter lines based on natural and true quantity? Then he points out how, according to conventional metric feet, these various particles of language would create length but, in fact, they don’t. First let’s read the lines aloud and listen to them. This is the introduction to the herald who announces the fall of Troy.
[One and unarmed] [in the car] [was the driver]; [grey was he], [shrunken],

Worn with his decades. To Pergama cinctured with strength cyclopean

Old and alone he arrived, insignificant, feeblest of mortals,           |       |
[Carrying/ Fate] [in his/ helpless/ hands] [and the/ doom] [of an/ empire].

And the doom   of an empire.

Now that we have an idea where the natural longs, shorts, and stresses are, do we know where the quantities are?  We can indicate in brackets some of these and we can certainly hear that doom and empire have the weight at the end. Sri Aurobindo points out that in traditional metric scansion there would (inaccurately) be more length when a group of consonants follow a vowel. 

“According to the classical theory words and syllables like “and”, “of”, “in”, “the”, “he”, “ing” should be treated as long since or when two or three consonants come immediately after the vowel within the line. But this is quite false; the “dr” of “driver” does not as a matter of fact make the “the” before it long;...”

One and unarmed in the car was the driver

“The” practically disappears in sound rather than becoming longer because it is followed by consonants. “Carrying fate”, - you could elongate the ‘ing’ but it doesn’t happen naturally because there are three consonants that follow it. In fact the syllables ry and ing are short, and the syllables Car and fate are long, making the choriamb construction, so familiar in the verse of Sri Aurobindo.
Worn with his decades

“The natural shortness of ‘with’ is not abolished by the ‘h’ of the following word ‘his, or the shortness of ‘his’ by the ‘d’ of ‘decades’. ‘With’ and ‘his’ continue to be extremely short in spite of any number of consonants around them.” 

Let us go, then, to where these lines come from and get the context and find out who this is. On page 387, we have an excerpt from Ilion called The Herald.5 This character is given considerable importance, a whole section is dedicated to him. We should try to listen with pure hearing and read with quantitative stress, and we should allow Sri Aurobindo to put this character in our vision.

 The Coming of the Herald

Even as fleets on a chariot divine through the gold streets of ether,

Swiftly when Life fleets, invisibly changing the arc of the soul-drift,

And, with the choice that has chanced or the fate man has called and now suffers

Weighted, the moment travels driving the past towards the future,

Only its face and its feet are seen, not the burden it carries.

Weight of the event and its surface we bear, but the meaning is hidden.

Earth sees not; life’s clamour deafens the ear of the spirit:

Man knows not; least knows the messenger chosen for the summons.

Only he listens to the voice of his thoughts, his heart’s ignorant whisper,

Whistle of winds in the tree-tops of Time and the rustle of Nature.

Now too the messenger hastened driving the car of the errand:

Even while dawn was a gleam in the east, he had cried to his coursers.

Half yet awake in light’s turrets started the scouts of the morning

Hearing the jar of the wheels and the throb of the hooves’ exultation,

Hooves of the horses of Greece as they galloped to Phrygian Troya.

Proudly they trampled through Xanthus thwarting the foam of his anger,

Whinnying high as in scorn crossed Simois’ tangled currents,

Xanthus’ reed-girdled twin, the gentle and sluggard river.

One and unarmed in the car was the driver; grey was he, shrunken,

Worn with his decades. To Pergama cinctured with strength Cyclopean

Old and alone he arrived, insignificant, feeblest of mortals,

Carrying Fate in his helpless hands and the doom of an empire.

Ilion, couchant, saw him arrive from the sea and the darkness.

Heard mid the faint slow stirrings of life in the sleep of the city,

Rapid there neared a running of feet, and the cry of the summons

Beat round the doors that guarded the domes of the splendour of Priam.

“Wardens charged with the night, ye who stand in Laomedon’s gateway,

Waken the Ilian kings. Talthybius, herald of Argos,

Parleying stands at the portals of Troy in the grey of the dawning.”

High and insistent the call. In the dimness and hush of his chamber

Charioted far in his dreams amid visions of glory and terror,

Scenes of a vivider world,—though blurred and deformed in the brain-cells,

Vague and inconsequent, there full of colour and beauty and greatness,—

Suddenly drawn by the pull of the conscious thread of the earth-bond

And of the needs of Time and the travail assigned in the transience

Warned by his body, Deiphobus, reached in that splendid remoteness,

Touched through the nerve-ways of life that branch to the brain of the dreamer,

Heard the terrestrial call and slumber startled receded 

Sliding like dew from the mane of a lion. …”

This being called back from a dream of glory by this voice of warning, and having that sleep slide like dew from the mane of a lion, is extraordinary. 
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