The Poetry of Sri Aurobindo – 10  Savitri as Yoga Mantra (2)

There is no text for this lecture.

The Poetry of Sri Aurobindo – 11

The Epic Form, Mantra, and Overmind Truth

I’d like to end this series of presentations of Sri Aurobindo’s poetry by going back to the beginning, in a way, where we learned that for him there was the possibility of a new poetry that would build on the lyrical movement of the poet, the basic movement of poetry, but it would add a depth of intuition and a breadth of vision that would make it possible to communicate realities that come from the highest planes of consciousness, Overmind truths. 

In those early days when he wrote about the theory of poetry, he emphasized power and beauty as the primary objects of poetry: to express power and beauty and delight. The type of poetry which traditionally is the most powerful and the most beautiful is the epic form of poetry. So he suggested using the structure of the epic with story and narrative and the metre of the classical epic, quantitative metre, to express these worlds of inner reality that had not been expressed through poetry. His road, his journey from that time of writing, around 1920, through the twenties and thirties and forties, was an exploration of this possibility - to use all of the fine creative tools of language that had been developed through centuries, to express realities that were not being expressed. The element, the surprising element in this development of structure is that these traditional forms of English poetry, and classical Greek and Sanskrit poetry, can undergo a transformation of power and beauty through the force of mantra: the original creative speech of the Rishi, the seer. The seer of these realities previously used the mantric form to communicate the spiritual vision of existence. Sri Aurobindo stated the goal of including all of existence in the scope of this mantric poetry, whose goal is to express inner realities, but not only of the spiritual plane - all of reality, and to bring all of reality to the hearer, to the seer through mantric speech. The Vedas, as we’ve been hearing, and the Upanishads primarily communicate spiritual powers and spiritual goals and Savitri does that too. But, in Savitri there is an inclusiveness of the world as the place of the soul’s journey of transcendence.

Traditionally in epic poetry, power is about conquest. It is brute force. It is vital power and physical power, and it is also mental power and spiritual power. This is distinct from beauty and delight. It is also distinct from truth. If we take these four goddesses – truth, beauty, power, and delight - and visualize them as creators of planes of existence, creators of all aspects of existence, everything that is beautiful embodies to some extent the divine coefficient of beauty, and everything from the crawling of the snail to the conquest of Troy is an expression of power. Every bit of science and philosophy is an expression of truth. Every morsel of food that is swallowed by every bird, and every glass of wine and every sensation of breeze, is an expression of delight. The life-world embodies Truth, Beauty, Power, and Delight. The physical world embodies them, the mental world embodies them, the Overmental world creates them. And in the Divine they are the pure thing itself without any expression. 

The divine, we can conceive of, as truth of being, delight of being, beauty of being, power of being, and this is the eternal and the absolute. Sri Aurobindo had a vision of creating a poetry that communicates from the Overmind degree of reality, plane of reality, forms of Truth, Power, Beauty, and Delight through all the levels of manifestation. A transformation of consciousness means that we become conscious of what ordinarily seems to be, as he says, null and void, but actually is an expression of those divine degrees of absolute reality. It is our problem that we don’t perceive in every  iota divine power, divine beauty, and delight. That is the problem of the transitional being, the evolutionary consciousness: we perceive existence in a very mundane and buffered manner. That doesn’t mean that what we perceive is what the reality is. The purpose of transformation of consciousness is to see the divine reality in everything. 

Sri Aurobindo’s idea was that a highest power of inspired speech might connect the human consciousness with the innermost truth, and beauty, and power, and delight in everything on every plane. It can uplift everything, so that the most brutal event can be perceived to be divine, because there is nothing else. Savitri, which we have been reading and hearing for a few weeks, is an amalgamation of this theory for the purpose of conveying to us the yoga of transformation. At the same time that he was formulating these ideas on the basis of his extraordinary genius and spiritual inspiration, he wrote another epic called Ilion. What is its purpose? Is it different from Savitri? Can we understand this theory of Sri Aurobindo any better or any differently through this creation? 

It certainly has had less publicity. We know that in the forties he was still very interested in it. Around 1944 or 1945 he commented about that, and he wrote his essay on quantitative metre during that time, in the forties. He was still developing “the poetry of the future” and this poem Ilion was still a field of his exploration. In one of his late letters, around 1946, he says that all true poetry is exploration, it’s discovery. In this poem Ilion, from which we heard a little bit in the beginning of the course just to illustrate the power of quantitative hexameter, we saw that the hexametric line is longer and much weightier than the pentametric line. It even takes up more of the page; it spreads across the whole page. It requires, as he has commented, an extraordinary degree of creative power to sustain the inspiration and expression in this form. Those who know Greek and who have understood Sri Aurobindo’s close affinity to the Greek poets – Amal Kiran being one of those, – have recognized that Sri Aurobindo was equally a master of Greek and Latin as he was of Sanskrit and English. 

When you study Ilion you find out all about the gods of the Greeks, in great detail. Sri Aurobindo was unbelievably closely attuned to that realm of beings, those realities. He commented somewhere that reading Homer in the original was literally to bring the gods down from Mount Olympus, to make them live. He did it. He reincarnated the whole pantheon of Greek gods and goddesses in this book called Ilion. It is amazing, it is extraordinary. It raises another question for me that is closely aligned with the later chapters of The Life Divine and our evolutionary exploration, where at one point Sri Aurobindo goes into a very elaborate and totally incomprehensible description of the planes of existence above the physical, the vital, and the mental. He learned to see, and he teaches us to see, our lives as a universal physical, universal vital and mental existence. If we truly achieve cosmic consciousness, and impersonality and detachment, then we perceive everything in terms of those universal principles of life and mind. Then he says  that the life plane, and the mind plane and other planes have a scope, a range far beyond anything that is manifested. They reach into the divine vital, the range of the divine mind, the higher vital and the higher mind, and touch the Overmind where the gods and goddesses that create everything that exists dwell eternally. The idea is that through a transformation of consciousness we can see the reality of our world in those terms. When we ask the question, What is Time for an Overmind being who is a power of divine creation in the universe? I’m sure our answer is going to be different than what we say about “time” with respect to our schedules. Which is the reality? 

The only way we can really understand what time is, is through a transformation of consciousness which allows us to attune ourselves to these Overmind deities. Then we have a chance to understand, really, the answer to that question. From the course on evolution we know that human beings have discovered cyclically, time and time again, and once again in the twentieth century, that there is a possibility to evolve a higher intuition that amounts primarily to breaking through our narrow concept of time. The intuitional consciousness is a different way of perceiving time, primarily. Bergson says there are no moments in time, they are all products of our artificial limitations that we impose on events. And so things, realities, have a duration, and an intensity, and you don’t really know the reality of a thing unless you perceive this. Because you don’t have “time” to get to know its duration, you tack a label on it. One of the things that is possible through a mantric epic overmind poetry is a glimpse of the meaning of time, the reality itself, a glimpse of the reality of power itself, a glimpse of the reality of beauty itself. (These are more interesting than time we suppose.) A glimpse of the reality of love itself. 

I would suggest that one of the reasons why Sri Aurobindo was preoccupied with Ilion is exactly this. He was interested in communicating these realities. His whole experiment with poetry was to create a language that makes it possible to do that. Now, as we also learned in the early stages of this course, this is a poetry of sound. You absolutely cannot hear the meaning of Ilion by reading the page. The big question then is, how does it sound? Not, what does it mean? What is the sound of the meaning of time? If it is possible to know the answer to that question, then this poem Ilion says it. So it is important. And it belongs to Sri Aurobindo’s very particular, special art and theory of poetry. We at least should have a grasp of it in our bank of stored impressions, which fade surprisingly quickly. And then, fortunately it also exists on the page, so we can recover it from time to time. 

In the Hindu tradition, there are kavi’s who sit in temples and recite the entire Mahabarata from memory. You can imagine that this would enable you to reconnect with its truths and powers and subtleties of meaning, in a way that you are not likely to do in your busy schedules. We don’t have kavi’s sitting around reading Savitri and Ilion very often these days, but it is not impossible that they could at some point arrive. 

I’d like to read a few passages just to see if we can catch something surprising, with respect to these embodiments of truth and beauty, seen by Sri Aurobindo and conveyed through his technique. The first character who we will see and hear is a person known as Laocoon. He is a Trojan prophet. Troy is about to fall to the Greek invaders. Let’s keep in mind that this is a phenomenon that has happened repeatedly throughout human history. The fall of a civilization to a conqueror for the sake of beauty, because of the immortality of beauty, Helen, Helena; or for the sake of wealth, Lakshmi; or for the sake of truth, Sophia. These are not unknown phenomena. In the divine scheme of things, if these realities of Divine power, beauty, and truth are evolving on earth through human forms, then each occurrence of the rise and fall of civilization, or of a hero, or a romance, has a divine purpose. If we look at them that way, they aren’t disasters. They are moments of temporal transition. So, here comes Laocoon. The people are tired of fighting, they are depressed. Troy is falling. 

…Then as the shouting

Tired of itself at last disappeared in the bosom of sacrifice,

Once more he started erect and his voice o’er the hearts of his hearers

Swept like Ocean’s impatient cry when it calls from its surges,

Ocean loud with a thought sublime in its measureless marching.

Each man felt his heart like foam in the rushing of waters.


“Ilion is vanquished then! She abases her grandiose spirit

Mortal found in the end to the gods and the Greeks and Antenor,

And when a barbarous chieftain’s menace and insolent mercy

Bring here their pride to insult the columned spirit of Ilus,

Trojans have sat and feared! For a man has arisen and spoken,

One whom the gods in their anger have hired. Since the Argive prevailed not,

Armed, with his strength and his numbers, in Troya they sought for her slayer,

Gathered their wiles in a voice and they chose a man famous and honoured,

Summoned Ate to aid and corrupted the heart of Antenor.1
Antenor is an ageing and corrupted Trojan leader who has spoken about their plight against the Greeks and called for their surrender. Do we recall a time in our lives when a trusted leader has betrayed us through doubting our own abilities and promise, due to his own impotence? This voice of cowardice and corruption is characteristic of a certain mortal weakness known by everyone to some extent, at one time or another, which recurs as if eternally in human societies and political relations, and which Sri Aurobindo brings home to us with an extraordinary poignancy in these few lines. Has such behavior been planted in us by the immortals?

Flute of the breath of the Hell-witch, always he scatters among you

Doubts, affliction and weakness chilling the hearts of the fighters,

Always his voice with its cadenced and subtle possession for evil

Breaks the constant will and maims the impulse heroic.

Therefore while yet her heroes fight and her arms are unconquered,

Troy in your hearts is defeated! The souls of your Fathers have heard you

Dallying, shamefast, with vileness, lured by the call of dishonour.

Such is the power Zeus gave to the winged words of a mortal!

Foiled in his will, disowned by the years that stride on forever,

Yet in the frenzy cold of his greed and his fallen ambition

Doom from heaven he calls down on his countrymen, Trojan abuses

Troy, his country, extolling her enemies, blessing her slayers.

Such are the gods Antenor has made in his heart’s own image

That if one evil man have not way for his greed and his longing

Cities are doomed and kings must be slain and a nation must perish!

But from the mind of the free and the brave I will answer thy bodings,

Gold-hungry raven of Troy who croakst from thy nest at her princes.

Only one doom irreparable treads down the soul of a nation,

Only one downfall endures; ‘tis the ruin of greatness and virtue,

Mourning when Freedom departs from the life and the heart of a people,

Into her room comes creeping the mind of the slave and it poisons

Manhood and joy and the voice to lying is trained and subjection

Easy feels to the neck of a man who is next to the godheads.

Not of the fire am I terrified, not of the sword and its slaying;

Vileness of men appals me, baseness I fear and its voices.2
With this voice of warning, and this mind of truth – this cutting clarity of critical thought – Laocoon succeeds in waking up his fellow Trojans to their destiny. How important is it for us to remember the power of honesty, especially in the face of its opposite? And then,  there is beauty, and love. Have you every thought about Paris and Helen? It is difficult for us, perhaps, to imagine how a great nation could go to war for the beauty of a woman, but it did. That beauty must have been something extraordinary. Let us listen for a minute or two, to Sri Aurobindo’s voiced manifestation of the truth of Paris and Helen. Here he reminds us of positive values and virtues which, like dishonesty and evil, we are likely to have forgotten – until some shocking circumstance, or some inspired voice, reminds us.


Here in a chamber of luminous privacy Paris was arming.

Near him moved Helen, a whiteness divine and intent on her labour

Fastened his cuirass, bound the greaves and settled the hauberk,

Thrilling his limbs with her touch that was heaven to the yearning of mortals,

She with her hands of delight caressing the senseless metal

Pressed her lips to his brilliant armour; she bowed down, she whispered:

“Cuirass, allowed by the gods, protect the beauty of Paris:

Keep for me that for which country was lost and my child and my brothers.”

Yearning she bent to his feet, to the sandal strings of her lover;

Then as she gazed up, changed grew her mood; for the Daemon within her

Rose that had banded Greece and was burning Troy into ashes.

Slowly a smile that was perfect and perilous over her beauty

Dawned like the sunlight on Paradise; strangely she looked on her lover.

So might a goddess have gazed as she played with the love of a mortal

Passing an hour on earth ere she rose up white to Olympus.

“So art thou winner, Paris, yet and thy spirit ascendant

Leads this Troy where thou wilt, O thou mighty one veiled in thy beauty

First in the dance and the revel, first in the joy of the mellay;

Who would not leave for thy sake and repent it not country and homestead?

Winning thou reignest still over Troy, over fate, over Helen.

Always so canst thou win? Has death no claim on thy beauty,

Fate no scourge for thy sins? How the years have passed by in a glory,

Years of this heaven of the gods, O ravisher, since from my hearthstone

Seizing thou borest me compelled to thy ships and my joy on the waters.

Troy is enringed with the spears, her children fall and her glories,

Mighty souls of heroes have gone down prone to the darkness;

Thou and I abide! The mothers wail for our pleasure.

Wilt thou then keep me forever, O son of Priam, in Troya?

Fate was my mother, they say, and Zeus for this hour begot me.

Art thou a god too, O hero, disguised in this robe of the mortal,

Brilliant, careless of death and of sin as if sure of thy rapture?

What then if Fate today were to lay her hand on thee, Paris?”

Calmly he looked on the face of which Greece was enamoured, the body

For whose desire great Troy was a sacrifice, tranquil regarded

Lovely and dire on the lips he loved that smile of a goddess,

Saw the daughter of Zeus in the woman, yet was not shaken.3 

And the yogic reply:

… “All things yield to a man and Zeus himself is his accomplice

When like a god he wills without remorse or longing.”

What do we see and what do we hear in these lines, from what he called “The Book of Partings”? Is there anything tangible there that we can feel, and say that we know? Or isn’t it rather the transmission of pure values, ideals, embodiments of soul-force and spirit-force? Have we ever before felt in this well-known story such vivid qualities – of ourselves? And then there is the book called “The Book of the Gods”, where, as Sri Aurobindo predicted in The Future Poetry, we can hear the gods themselves speaking: Zeus and Hera, Aphrodite and Ares and Athena. It is remarkable. And where do they dwell? And are they different when they enter our realm, or when we meet them in our higher regions?

Even those natural vestures of puissance they leave when they enter

Mind’s more subtle fields and agree with its limitless regions

Peopled by creatures of bliss and forms more true than earth’s shadows,

Mind that pure from this density, throned in her splendours immortal

Looks up at Light and suffers bliss from ineffable kingdoms

Where beyond Mind and its rays is the gleam of a glory supernal:

There our suns cannot shine and our moon has no place for her lusters,

There our lightnings flash not, nor fire of these spaces is suffered.4
Here is an exemplary exchange between Zeus and Aphrodite, with the baser and more violent Hera, Ares, and Athene present nearby. Zeus:


“Children of Immortality, gods who are joyous forever,

Rapture is ours and eternity measures our lives by his aeons.

For we desireless toil who have joy in the fall as the triumph,

Knowledge eternal possessing we work for an end that is destined

Long already beyond by the Will of which Time is the courser.

Therefore death cannot alter our lives nor pain our enjoyment.

But in the world of mortals twilight is lord of its creatures.

Nothing they perfectly see, but all things seek and imagine,

Out of the clod who have come and would climb from their mire to our heavens

Blindly mistaking the throb of their mortal desires for our guidance. …

Let not one nation resist by its glory the good of the ages.

Twilight thickens over man and he moves to his winter of darkness.

Troy that displaced with her force and her arms the luminous ancients

Sinks in her turn by the ruder strength of the half-savage Achaians.

They to the Hellene shall yield and the Hellene fall by the Roman.

Rome too shall not endure, but by the strengths ill-shaped shall be broken,

Nations formed in the ice and mist, confused and crude-hearted.

So shall the darker and ruder always prevail over the brilliant

Till in its turn to a ruder and darker it falls and is shattered.

So shall mankind make speed to destroy what ‘twas mighty creating.

Ever since knowledge failed and the ancient ecstasy slackened,

Light has been helper to death and darkness increases the victor.

So shall it last till the fallen ages return to their greatness.

For if the twilight be helped not, night o’er the world cannot darken;

Night forbidden how shall a greater dawn be effected?”5
Aphrodite:

Then with her starry eyes and bosom of bliss from the Immortals

Glowing and rosy-limbed cried the wonderful white Aphrodite,

Drawing her fingers like flowers through the flowing gold of her tresses,

Calm, discontented, her perfect mouth a rose of resistance

Chidingly budded ‘gainst Fate, a charm to their senses enamoured: …

“I am the womb of the world and the cause of this teeming of creatures,

And if discouraged I ceased, God’s world would lose heart and perish.

How will you do then without me your works of wisdom and greatness,

Hera, queen of heaven, and thou, O my sister Athene?

Yes, I shall reign and endure though the pride of my workings be conquered.

What though no second Helen find a second Paris,

Lost though the glories of form to the earth, though their confident gladness

Pass from a race misled and forgetting the sap that it sprang from,

They are eternal in man in the worship of beauty and rapture.

Ever while earth is embraced by the sun and hot with his kisses

And while a Will supernal works through the passions of Nature,

Me shall men seek with my light or their darkness, sweetly or crudely,

Cold on the ice of the north or warm with the heats of the southland,

Slowly enduring my touch or with violence rapidly burning.

I am the sweetness of living, I am the touch of the Master.

Love shall die bound to my stake like a victim adorned as for bridal,

Life shall be bathed in my flames and be purified gold or be ashes.

I, Aphrodite, shall move the world for ever and ever.

Yet now since most to me, Father of all, the ages arriving,

Hostile, rebuke my heart and turn from my joy and my sweetness,

I will resist and not yield, nor care what I do, so I conquer.”6
The divine degree of bliss, power, joy, beauty, and anger conceived here, is ungraspable by the Roman spirit, which is also the spirit of our age. Even if it conquers the Ionian, even if the Ionian was able to grasp some degree of its truth and power, it was nothing compared to the immortal potencies of rapture. Is it possible to evolve a being capable of such bliss? Truth born too soon might break the imperfect earth, was the warning given to Aswapati by the Divine Mother. Sri Aurobindo speaks about Overmind poetry as a vehicle to raise the consciousness of humans. But he does not speak of it as human poetry. He says very clearly that true poetry straight from the Overmind is not human. Therefore it can be a lever to raise human consciousness. Therefore, spend the time and effort to create it. But who will hear it? And anyway, we must ask, are these real things, or only the dreams of a poet?

It is going to require ages of quality-time to restore a sense of the divine, if we take these prophetic chants of the gods even a little to heart, unless there is a sudden fiat of heaven that touches us in a way that is significantly different from our normal physical, vital, and mental energies. Maybe the fiat of Savitri is great enough to allow in those influences of creativity and beauty and power, sooner rather than later. And maybe it will require more ages of loosening the tent poles towards that end. There is a certain kind of effort, it says in the final pages of Savitri, which we heard last time, that does loosen the tent poles of form. A power went forth that shook the founded spheres / And loosed the stakes that hold the tents of form. And there is a certain sense in which this has already been accomplished by Sri Aurobindo. 

But are we willing to have them loosened, those stakes whose canvas shelters, and stifles? 

Savitri Bhavan
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