The Poetry of Sri Aurobindo – 4
Poetry as Spiritual Practice

One of the points that I hope will penetrate everyone’s understanding is that it is necessary to dwell upon these poems and listen to them very un-interpretively, non-mentally. In the last session we could see clearly that there are many levels of interpretation and the whole idea that we can hear Sri Aurobindo’s poetry silently is problematic. When we hear it silently we hear it in the context of our mental framework. Although there is an interpretation of mantra that is valid with respect to inner hearing, that is not what we are talking about here. What we are talking about is something Sri Aurobindo did very deliberately for a reason. He wrote a book about the absolute necessity of sound in order to hear the meaning of this new poetry that applies the principles of mantra to poetics. He says that it is new and only the ear can hear it. He doesn’t say the inner ear, or the inner hearing, or the silent hearing; in that essay he says many times that only the ear can discriminate and catch the meaning. That’s a theory of poetics. We will have ample opportunity to experience what he means, because it is not just a theory. He practiced it. The only way to appreciate the theory is to read the poems.

Why does Sri Aurobindo bother to write a little poem, such as the Witness and the Wheel1, about this concept of the silent witness, purusa, which he has explained so thoroughly in all of his major works? He says in the essay that goes along with these experimental poems, On Quantitative Metre, that this is a new transformational mantric poetry, which conveys directly to the hearing the meaning. Here he stops being theoretical and philosophical, or teaching in the conventional sense, and he takes on the role of transmitting from the infinite hearing the sound, which changes us; the vibrational structure of the disciple is informed and altered by the sound. The only way to understand this is to practice it. With Sri Aurobindo poetry becomes practice. These poems were not written for The Literary Review or for mass circulation. We are here in this continuum of exposure in order to discover something that is not well known, and it is quite extraordinary.
Our aim is to enter into a process of exposure to qualities of understanding that are not mental. The same principles applied in Ahana were applied in Ilion. When you learn how to read Sri Aurobindo’s poetry and then you read Savitri, or the long early poems, or the sonnets in between, what you can see is a change in his focus, his own consciousness is choosing slightly different levels of material for poetic expression. The art, the principle was always there. This was a gift he had, which he discovered and developed. That’s why it is difficult to critique Sri Aurobino’s poetry in the context of periods of poetry. There are some periods he fits nicely into. The early poems fit nicely into 18th/19th century romantics. I will read some Shelley later, which will sound a bit like Sri Aurobindo. Shelly also had this gift.

I think it is more a question of what kind of energy and experience is most relevant in one’s development. You may dwell upon the sonnets for months, or on a Canto of Savitri for years, and once you see and hear what is being done, then it becomes something specific, an entity. Some of his most beautiful poems are the earlier ones, just from their music. In ‘Khaled of the Sea’ for example, you find the same themes that you find in Savitri but they are dealt with much more lightly: where the renunciate hero weds a goddess and builds an empire.

Another thing that I recommend, even though it doesn’t get you where you want to be, is that it is useful as an exercise from time to time to go through a poem line by line; read aloud through it a couple of times and note the metrics, the metric structure. You will run into things that are difficult and you will not be able to figure it out. Then after a few more times it starts to shift, and finally you find the groove. This is just a demonstration that the truth of the poem, with respect to either the structure or the meaning, does not appear immediately in the consciousness, even if there is a very subtle receptivity, because the sound weight is the thing Sri Aurobindo is using. It is the tool he uses to change the vibrational structure of the being. There is a shift, you can feel the presence at one level, and ultimately you can pass into the absolute identity with what he is seeing. That is the outcome he wants. A new consciousness begins to understand something new. He doesn’t want us to get the idea. Everybody can get the idea. 

I would like to analyze this poem for its metric structure but, while doing it, I want us to hear the metric structure. I don’t think that we would be able to do it without hearing it. I’ve tried and I couldn’t. But the more I read it the more clear it became and everything else about the poem became clearer. 

The Witness and the Wheel

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?

Witness, what hast thou seen watching this great blind world

Moving helpless in Time, whirled on the Wheel in Space,

That yet thou with thy vast Will biddest toil our hearts,

Mystic,—for without thee nothing can last in Time?

We too, when from the urge ceaseless of Nature turn

Our souls, far from the breast casting her tool, desire,

Grow like thee. In the front Nature still drives in vain

The blind trail of our acts, passions and thoughts and hopes;

Unmoved, calm, we look on, careless of death and fate,

Of grief careless and joy,—signs of a surface script

Without value or sense, steps of an aimless world.

Something watches behind, Spirit or Self or Soul,

Viewing Space and its toil, waiting the end of Time.

Witness, who then art thou, one with thee who am I,

Nameless, watching the Wheel whirl across Time and Space?

SA’s note: The metre is the little Asclepiad used by Horace in his Ode addressed to Maecenas,

two choriambs between an initial spondee and a final iamb. Here modulations are

admitted, trochee or iamb for the spondee, occasionally a spondee for the concluding

iamb; an epitrite or ionic a minore can replace the choriamb.
I don’t think it is necessary to mark the feet, because we know that a foot is either two or three syllables. It cannot be more or less. Who art thou, is the first foot. The line doesn’t stop until you get to August. We are doing this exercise to better grasp meaning and quantity. I said before that it is best to wrap the first line around when we read it because “August” ends the phrase. If you stop with “who sitst”, it is not the end and the next line doesn’t begin with “August” as far as the meaning goes. This beginning, which is an ending, is a spondee and it is a main principle of the structure, as described by Sri Aurobindo. And it is an interrogative sentence structure. “Thou” and “comrade of man” is an appositive structure. 

Who art thou in the heart comrade of man?

Whoever he is, he is our friend and he is located in the heart. But where are the weight lengths? The weight means the whole weight of the voice carrying the rhythm. “Comrade of man” is a block of weighted sound for example. If you  read this poem with full meaning, you will hear where the weight really falls. This gives the quantitative metre.

       |      |            |                                |                 |                              |                       |
[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?

There are four quantitative feet in the lines and there are six hexametetric feet. It is a hexameter that has a quantitative structure on top of the stress structure. “Two choriambs between a spondee, and an iamb.” That is the main accentual pattern. He does allow for variations, however, and one is called the ionic a minore, and another the ionic a majore.  And there is enjambment. The next three lines all wrap around, and we can read them with the next first word as the end, in order not to break the pattern, or else read the three lines up to the end of the sentence, in order to listen to the metres through the whole sentence. This is a perfect example of enjambment, with the words August, Unmoved, and Witness, closely associated words, at the beginning of the three lines.

And then comes another question, “What hast thou seen”?

                                                                                                                 |           |             |

Witness, what hast thou seen, watching this great blind world

Moving helpless in Time, whirled on the Wheel in Space, 

That yet thou with thy vast Will biddest toil our hearts,

Mystic, – for without thee nothing can last in Time?

There is a slight variation with the spondee “blind world” at the end. And then, with the second question, ending with the word Mystic – a new meaning is given to this witness; not only is he a witness, but everything that happens depends completely on him. The question is, what have you seen that makes it worthwhile for you to uphold this senseless world? He (or she) must have seen something that we don’t see. Therefore we ask the question! And it is more than a question, it is an interrogation. This has become an important distinction in critical philosophy: we must interrogate this mystery in order to become certain about something that seriously perplexes us.

Now, in this poem, Sri Aurobindo moves in the direction of the teaching we had here earlier today from the Katha Upanishad. 

We too, when from the urge ceaseless of Nature turn

Our souls, far from the breast casting her tool, desire,

Grow like thee. In the front Nature still drives in vain

The blind trail of our acts, passions and thoughts and hopes;

Unmoved, calm, we look on, careless of death and fate,

Of grief careless and joy,—signs of a surface script

Without value or sense, steps of an aimless world.
We become like him, careless of everything that happens in a world without value. But, who is this something, that we too become, who watches from behind – Spirit, or Self, or Soul? After the sense mind and its objects are sacrificed, what remains? This is the spiritual question. This witness is –

Nameless, watching the Wheel whirl across Time and Space?

The interrogation point or inflection actually comes in the previous line –

                                                      |            |             |

…who then art thou, one with thee who am I,
And here we have a very good example of how the weight length takes over and determines the metre. We cannot put the stress on “one with” but rather on “thee”; this is the natural weight length of the foot and it overrides the choriambic pattern, becoming ionic a minore: two shorts and two longs. The two phrases merit a very distinct emphasis, where a pause is appropriate and subtle. The emphasis which follows the pause is very strong in order for the voice to capture and convey the subtle nuance of meaning. Sri Aurobindo has explained this principle of flexibility in lyrical verse like this, from the critical text:

 “Even if the new forms are only an improvement on stress metre, a rhythm starting from the same swing of the language, that is no objection;”…“A free use of modulation, an avoidance of metrical rigidity by other devices natural to the flexibility of the English tongue, a skilful employment of overlapping (enjambment), of caesura, of word-grouping are presupposed in any reasonable quantitative system.”2 So that means that the lines of poetry do not necessarily follow a regular stress pattern. But, the regular stress pattern is there underlying, flowing according to the speech and meaning, not to the meter at all.

We can see in these lines that if we just followed the strict stress and accent metres we would not have gotten the full value of the line. It was those longer combinations of metres, those four groupings of sound that over-ride the six groupings of sounds demarcated by regular accentual feet, that very consistently determine the metre. As SA says, with respect to the standard lyrical patterns “Even where a very regular movement is necessitated or desirable, the resources of the play of sound, a subtle play of vowellation and of consonant harmonies, rhythmic undertones and overtones ought to cure the alleged deficiency.”3
The rhythm will lead you into that moment when you get the intended meaning after reading it five or six times or so. This art of reading, when applied to the reading of Savitri, suddenly refocuses our consciousness and the depth of meaning starts expanding and expanding. There are six line passages which are a continuum, and you cannot understand the first two lines until you get to the sixth line. Then, like a symphony, it’s in the sound dimension, where the image resonates with its culmination. 
But in this poem the question is not answered. There is another poem in this group that deals with exactly the same idea in a much different way, which we might just read through. In the last line, perhaps we find the answer.




************

(1) The Silence4
Into the Silence, into the Silence,

Arise, O Spirit immortal,

Away from the turning Wheel, breaking the magical Circle.

Ascend, single and deathless:

Care no more for the whispers and the shoutings in the darkness,
Pass from the sphere of the grey and the little,

Leaving the cry and the struggle,

Into the Silence for ever.
Vast and immobile, formless and marvelous,

Higher than Heaven, wider than the universe,

In a pure glory of being,

In a bright stillness of self-seeing,

Communing with a boundlessness voiceless and intimate,

Make thy knowledge too high for thought, thy joy too deep for emotion;

At rest in the unchanging Light, mute with the wordless self-vision,

Spirit, pass out of thyself; Soul, escape from the clutch of Nature.

All thou hast seen cast from thee, O Witness.

Turn to the Alone and the Absolute, turn to the Eternal:

Be only eternity, peace and silence,

O world-transcending nameless Oneness,

Spirit immortal.
(SA’s note: Free quantitative verse with a predominant dactylic movement.)
If we practice Sri Aurobindo’s yoga of poetry, it can be very similar to a daily or weekly visit to the Matrimandir chamber. You can take a Canto of Savitri, or one or two short poems dealing with a certain spiritual consciousness, and immerse yourself in those poems for  half an hour or an hour and you are transported into a completely different vibrational range. It can be a practice like going to the Matrimandir occasionally to become transparent. I have no doubt that Sri Aurobindo intended that. His poems are attempts to capture a certain vibration that carries a consciousness of a reality and he has concentrated on communicating these various planes and types of experience in the poems. So, we will know at a certain moment that we have received that intention. Then you can go back to it and gradually familiarize yourself with that way of seeing. And it is very specific. 

Each of these poems is closely related in substance to the one we have been studying. If you have read The Silence and Beyond the Silence a few times and perhaps have tried to analyze them in terms of poetic feet, hopefully both quantitative and accentual feet, then you have read it well. Your eyes have looked at it, and your mind has thought about it, and as Sri Aurobindo has been telling us for weeks now, quantitative metre can only be known by the ear, so when your ear has really heard the rhythm, then you can mark the quantitative feet of the lines. Understanding the rhythm of the poem means hearing the poem. If you have done that, then you are pretty familiar with these poems by now. 

Let us read the first poem, The Silence, together (above), and try to keep in mind the way the Katha Upanishad ended this evening.5 Try to recall exactly those last few lines of the Upanishad. The idea of the Self of the Eternal, of the bodiless in bodies, the established in things unsettled, the AUM. Try to remember the AUM is a state of Being, which is neither the born nor the unborn.

All thou hast seen cast from thee, O Witness.

Turn to the Alone and the Absolute, turn to the Eternal:

Be only eternity, peace and silence,

O world-transcending nameless Oneness,

Spirit immortal.

Spirit immortal is the object of be. When you get to the last two words you have come to the pinnacle, not to the bottom. The voice intensity has built up to this point. It is a command. Be Spirit immortal, be oneness, be peace, be eternity. When you read this poem you need to tell that to yourself. You are instructing or receiving instruction. It is not passive. “Into the silence arise, O spirit immortal, breaking the magical circle.” You cannot arise into the Silence unless you break the circle of sensation. It is a sacrifice and transformation. 

That is the first movement, which should accomplish what the Katha Upanishad was trying to accomplish. You throw everything into the fire, you accept only the immortal Self, the One, the Eternal, the Immortal in everything. You concentrate completely on that aspect of reality, not on all of the ordinary aspects of reality, until you resonate with the idea of Spirit. Spirit is something concrete. It is something perceptible. It is not something outside us. You bring your consciousness to spiritual presence, to Spirit consciousness, by turning away from all of the other possible objects of consciousness. And you find yourself in the Silence. Everything is silent, even the noise. This silence is not an audible silence.

Sri Aurobindo says in the Synthesis of Yoga, we should know That in our Yoga, as the Silence.6 The key here is that Self is actually unmoving, unchanging, not capable of reacting to anything, and it is in everyone, it is a continuous type of Being, Self. When you experience that, it is in you, and me, and all of this. Self is a continuum of Stillness, of Silence. That is what he wants us to identify with. Not capable of reacting. There is a key word: Formless - immobile, absolutely motionless, not capable of reacting to anything. Anyway, it is everything so it has no need to react to anything. There may be some reactions in the field, but they are not reactions of the Self. This is the secret of the witness Purusha (soul): it can be separated totally from Prakriti (energy of nature), which does not mean that Prakriti falls into non-existence. Sri Aurobindo raises that question in his commentary on the Gita. According to Sankya philosophy if you remove the self from Prakriti it should collapse, cease to exist, because it doesn’t have a sanction. But this is not the case. It continues. The transformation of consciousness is a movement into another vibrational plane, the plane of Stillness, the plane of Immobility and Formlessness, the plane of Spirit which is immortal. He is pushing toward that from within. The Spirit is the Silence. It is an Identity. 

Let‘s move to poem number two. It is much more dynamic than number one.  Sri Aurobindo says in his letters of 1930-32 that Overmind poetry is the product of the higher consciousness using the vital. The reason I’m saying that now is that this Silence he is talking about is not a disappearance. From the Katha Upanishad we learned that it is the I, it is the Soul, that is experiencing this bodiless in bodies. This eternally established in the changing and unsettled. It is a state of soul, Purusha, witness, awareness of an essence that is not separated from all this, but it is a different quality. When he moves beyond it, then it becomes something else, more dynamic, more positive. 

(2) Beyond the Silence7
Out from the Silence, out from the Silence,

Carrying with thee the ineffable Substance,

Carrying with thee the splendour and wideness,

Ascend, O Spirit immortal.

Assigning to Time its endless meaning,

Blissful enter into the clasp of the Timeless.

Awake in the living Eternal, taken to the bosom of love of the Infinite,

Live self-found in his endless completeness,

Drowned in his joy and his sweetness,

Thy heart close to the heart of the Godhead for ever.

Vast, God-possessing, embraced by the Wonderful,

Lifted by the All-Beautiful into his infinite beauty,

Love shall envelop thee endless and fathomless,

Joy unimaginable, ecstasy illimitable,

Knowledge omnipotent, Might omniscient,

Light without darkness, Truth that is dateless.

One with the Transcendent, calm, universal,

Single and free, yet innumerably living,

All in thyself and thyself in all dwelling,

Act in the world with thy being beyond it.

Soul, exceed life’s boundaries; Spirit, surpass the universe.

Outclimbing the summits of Nature,

Transcending and uplifting the soul of the finite,

Rise with the world in thy bosom,

O Word gathered into the heart of the Ineffable.

One with the Eternal, live in his infinity,

Drowned in the Absolute, found in the Godhead,

Swan of the supreme and spaceless ether wandering winged through the universe,

Spirit immortal.
The final syllable doesn’t drop on any of these lines. This is a matter of equal strength given to each epithet. It is not about an ending of a line. It is about the lifting of the line into a level of equality of epithets. Love, Fathomless, and Illimitable are all equally weighted. Sri Aurobindo speaks about quantitative weight and giving the full weight to the most important full concept. When you do that then you transmit something in the word itself. Fathomless becomes Fathomlessness, it becomes Illimitableness, the word Illimitable is almost inconceivable so when you raise the vibration of the word to a level of consciousness of what Illimitability might mean then the line is carrying the meaning. It is not the mind’s abstract notion of what it might mean. This is the whole difference. 

With the end of the sentence, “Truth that is dateless.” you come to the end of what I’d call a packet of power, not a sentence, and you take a deep breath and start the next one. The next one doesn’t drop, it goes up another step. 

“One with the Transcendent”. When you say the word ‘One’ allow your consciousness to encompass all of us and all of it, and everything and even beyond everything. 

This line, “O Word gathered into the heart of the Ineffable” is that to whom he is speaking, because there is the AUM, and this is it. In the mantra, it is known in tradition that there is a sacred syllable behind the passage of syllables. So, from the ‘O Word’ down to ‘Spirit immortal’, we need to hear the AUM vibrating behind these lines, a ring, a tone. This last sentence has to be given a position of immediate response to whoever is giving this command. 

“O Word gathered into the heart of the Ineffable.” Because the word has become gathered in this movement. Read the last lines as though they flow as one line. There is a drive in the quantitative weight distribution. This is Sri Aurobindo’s style. It is not unusual for him to be insistent. It’s the idea of strength, the rhythm of the poetry builds with strength towards an enlarging of consciousness. “The Divine Uplift”, he calls it. For him it is not something abstract; the Divine Uplift is something that fills you up and lifts you out of your normal awareness of things. We have to remember that Sri Aurobindo has been practicing this Supramental Yoga for twenty years, pulling this force down into his body, and there is nothing else but that. It‘s illimitable energy. He is conveying that; this is his experience. We need to be aware that Sri Aurobindo’s poetry is about energies, qualities, ideas that are beyond our normal range.  

Savitri Bhavan

7/10/08

Notes

1. Sri Aurobindo, The Future Poetry ( 1997 ed.), p. 376

2. Ibid., p. 346

3. Ibid., p. 347

4. Ibid., p. 383

5. Sri Aurobindo, The Upanishads (1981 ed.), pp. 220-225) eg., from Katha Upanishad:

      10. I know of treasure that it is not for ever; for not by things unstable shall one attain that One which is stable; therefore I heaped the fire of Nachiketas, and by the sacrifice of transitory things I won the eternal.

       15. The seat and goal that all the Vedas glorify and which all austerities declare, for the desire of which men practice holy living, of that will I tell thee in brief compass. OM is that goal, O Nachiketas.

       20.  Finer than the fine, huger than the huge the Self hides in the secret heart of the creature: when a man strips himself of will and is weaned from sorrow, then he beholds Him; purified from the mental elements he sees the greatness of the Self-being.

       22. Realising the Bodiless in bodies, the Established in things unsettled, the Great and Omnipresent Self, the wise and steadfast soul grieves no longer.
6.  Sri Aurobindo, The Synthesis of Yoga (1970 ed.), p. 302, “…the name of That is the Silence and the Peace.”

7.  Op cit., FP, p. 384

