The Poetry of Sri Aurobindo – 5
The Form and the Spirit
In the second part of The Future Poetry there is a chapter titled “The Form and the Spirit”. This is one among several extraordinary chapters in which Sri Aurobindo elaborates the theory of mantric poetry, and in this chapter he speaks about the lyrical form being the basis of all poetry:

“The lyrical impulse is the original and spontaneous creator of the poetic form, song the first discovery of the possibility of a higher because a rhythmic intensity of self-expression. It wells out from the intensity of touch and the spiritualised emotion of a more delicate or a deeper and more penetrating sight and feeling in the experience, captures and sustains the inevitable cadences of its joy or its attraction, sets the subtle measure of its feeling and keeps it by the magic of its steps in sound vibrating

on the inner strings and psychic fibres.”1
It is a higher intensity of expression because it is “rhythmic”, and it “wells out from the intensity of touch”. What could that possibly mean? It is a poetry which is sensuous. It is the outpouring of a passion for music, and song, and expression. It is not a suppressed or quietistic trance-like sort of thing, although we get the impression that it may begin there. It has to create that vibrating feeling of touch in the expression which then stays in the subtler levels of the being. But first it is a dynamic form of expression through rhythmic sound. In a way you can not even pay attention to the meaning of the words. The first time you heard Bob Dylan sing did you listen closely to the words? Probably not. But you heard his passion.
“The lyric is a moment of heightened soul experience, sometimes brief in a lightness of

aerial rapture, in a poignant ecstasy of pain, of joy or of mingled emotion or in a swift graver exaltation, sometimes prolonged and repeating or varying the same note, sometimes linking itself in a sustained succession to other moments that start from it

or are suggested by its central motive.”2
A graver exaltation. What could that be?  When the lyric becomes epic, then especially, you may have an experience of grave exaltation because power and destruction exalt while at the same time they are extremely serious. 

“It is at first a music of simple melodies coming out of itself to which the spirit listens

with pleasure and makes eternal by it the charm of self-discovery or of reminiscence. And the lyrical spirit may rest satisfied with these clear spontaneities of song or else it may prefer to weight its steps with thought and turn to a meditative movement or,

great-winged, assume an epic elevation.”3 This, of course, is the form preferred by Sri Aurobindo, as exemplified by Ahana, Ilion, and ultimately Savitri.
And with these fundamental distinctions and parameters in place, Sri Aurobindo proceeds to state what he means when he speaks about a future poetry:

“The intimate and intuitive poetry of the future will have on the one side all the inexhaustible range and profound complexities of the cosmic imagination of which it will be the interpreter and to that it must suit a hundred single and separate and combined and harmonic lyrical tones of poignantly or richly moved utterance, and on the other it will reach those bare and absolute simplicities of utter and essential sight in which thought sublimates into a translucidity of light and vision, feeling passes beyond itself into sheer spiritual ecstasy and the word rarefies into a pure voice out of the silence.”4
Imagine harmonizing in sound all the richness of cosmic emotion. That is Sri Aurobindo’s idea of the poetry of the future, which he was in fact to write himself. For these ideas were written in 1922, and Savitri was composed especially between 1930 and 1950. This is the type of mantric poetry that he is trying to achieve in the poems that we have just read, also written between 1930 and 1950. The long essay on quantitative metre that we have been studying was written in 1942, when he was already well into the writing of Savitri, and both are elaborations of what he had envisioned two decades earlier. 

The silence becomes the background of the sonic subtleties and tonalities but, they are always there against the Silence in the background, not in the foreground. Establishing that Silence in that poem, that immobility, that touch of immortality is the backround for this intuitive exploration of all the subtleties of existence. There are no reactions in that, there is only bringing to light everything that is there in existence, painful, or joyful, or beautiful or terrible. 

“The sight will determine the lyrical form and discover the identities of an inevitable rhythm and no lesser standard can prevail against the purity of this spiritual principle.”5 

The poetry of the future, for Sri Aurobindo, is therefore the poetry of spiritual vision and intuition: “The decisive revealing lyrical outburst must come when the poet has learnt to live creatively only in the inmost spiritual sight and identity of his own self with the self of his objects and images and to sing only from the deepest spiritual emotion which is the ecstasy of the feeling of that identity or at least of some extreme nearness to its sheer directness of touch and vision.”
As we have seen, each of the epithets by which he names the Witness, therefore: Spirit, Self, Soul, Witness, I, Nameless - is an identity. The names of what we are to become, as chanted in Silence: the Alone, the Absolute, the eternal, peace, silence, oneness – all become identified by the sound-vision intensity. You know that it’s an identity because of its rhythmic tonal equality of force. Each one comes up, in terms of pitch and accent, to a level at which they are one. If you don’t bring out that oneness by the rhythm then it seems they all have the equality of some meaningless monotone, but here their oneness is not at a level of monotony but of vastness, and power, of beauty and limitlessness. Each of those words carries that limitlessness. Then of course the prerequisite of this is that, “A spiritual change must come over the intention and form… It is a transition from the lyricism of life weighted by the stress of thought to the lyricism of the inmost spirit which uses but is beyond thought that has to be made.”6
And then he says that this evolution of poetry eventually must go beyond the lyrical into the dramatic and narrative, epic forms, expressive of the “inner drama of the soul with the soul itself for the real stage”.  “The soul of man, a many-motioned representative of the world-spirit, subsisting and seeking for itself and its own meanings amid the laws and powers and moving forces of the universe and discovering and realizing its spiritual relations with others will be the vision and intention of a dramatic poetry fully reflective of the now growing intuitive mind of the future.”7
The drama which he builds into most of his longer poems is the confrontation of one principle with another, of this god with that god, this leader with that follower, of this titan with that mortal. So, then there are polarities that are built up of dramatic tension coming from the sound of their voices, their dramatic speech. You can hear their opposite values and concerns getting resolved and harmonised through this interplay of emotional expression. This comes through the rhythm itself, not from a change in attitude or dramatically pretending you are some different person. It comes through the rhythm itself, as if it were the authentic self-expression of the entity. 

With respect to the poems we have read, I have passed out some of Sri Aurobindo’s sonnets that convey the same ideas. Here again we find the witness spirit in a sonnet that has a very regular rhyme scheme. And it has this mysterious persona ‘I’ to which the Katha Upanishad also referred, and the seeking soul who has successfully performed the sacrifice. 

The Witness Spirit8
I dwell in the spirit’s calm nothing can move

     And watch the actions of thy vast world-force,

Its mighty wings that through infinity move

     And the Time-gallopings of the deathless Horse.  

This mute stupendous energy that whirls

     The stars and nebulae in its long train,

Like a huge Serpent through my being curls

     With its diamond hood of joy and fangs of pain.

It rises from the dim inconscient deep

     Upcoiling through the minds and hearts of men,

Then touches on some height of luminous sleep

     The bliss and splendour of the eternal plane.

All this I bear in me, untouched and still

Assenting to Thy all-wise inscrutable will. 
In the poem we have read before, “The Witness and the Wheel”, the questioner was asking, Who art thou who is motionless and yet somehow wills all this? Now he is in that position himself. “I dwell in the spirit’s calm nothing can move.” If you read that line to yourself affirmatively a few times you begin to identify with it. “And watch the actions of the vast world force…and the time-gallopings of the deathless Horse.” The questioner has become the detached witness. If you can learn to see the vital world you live in as that deathless horse moving through everything that happens in Time, then you transform your perception of the life around you from a perception of transitory weakness to a perception of strength and stability. And at the same time you are completely aloof from it, the detached witness who somehow resides within and sanctions the wheel of time and change. You are shown a way of being both in the world and beyond it, that is both beautiful AND powerful. And then in the next sonnet an assurance is given that this witness will break out and reveal itself as “the immortal spirit in man”. 

The Hidden Plan9
However long Night’s hour, I will not dream

     That the small ego and the person’s mask

Are all that God reveals in our life-scheme,

     The last result of Nature’s cosmic task.

A greater Presence in her bosom works;

     Long it prepares its far epiphany:

Even in the stone and beast the godhead lurks,

     A bright Persona of eternity.

It shall burst out from the limit traced by Mind

     And make a witness of the prescient heart;

It shall reveal even in this inert blind

     Nature, long veiled in each inconscient part,

Fulfilling the occult magnificent plan,

The world-wide and immortal spirit in man.
These poems convey steadfast determination, an intention to endure, and the certainty of an eventual spiritual transformation. This is not just casual poetry. It is the sadhana of Sri Aurobindo. But here we have it in a distilled, perfectly sculpted lyrical form. For it to have the transformative energy necessary to fulfill itself in humanity and not remain a solitary spiritual vision, a much more expansive and rhythmically powerful form was required, more proportionate to the reality of the task.
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