The Poetry of Sri Aurobindo – 6

Meaning and Intuition

I think we have covered Sri Aurobindo’s theory of Quantitative Metre, and his metrics, pretty well by now - one “M” of my presentation, Mantra, Metrics and Meaning. We have now begun to focus on the meaning that Sri Aurobindo wants to convey through his poetry. His meanings are unique, like his metrics.

Because we are not all familiar with English poetry, we are going to come down from Sri Aurobindo’s plane of metrics and meaning in this session and look a little more closely at some English poetry which he uses as an example, not only of his theory of poetry but also of what he is trying to accomplish, the mantric idea of poetry which he also finds examples of in English poetry. We have now read about and discussed the principle of lyrical poetry as the origin of expression, a musical expression which comes from within. According to Sri Aurobindo that is the origin of poetry. Then he speaks about drama and the epic form as further developments of the poetic spirit. So, in order for us to raise our standard of thinking a little bit with respect to lyrics, dramatic poetry, and epic poetry, I thought I would just briefly look at a couple of more paragraphs from “Form and Spirit” before going into a closer examination of some English forms. I think that these two chapters, “Form and Spirit” and “Word and Spirit”1 are really very nice, compact expressions and explanations of the essential ideas behind the mantric expression of intuitive mind through poetry. Sri Aurobindo writes expressly here: 

“Hitherto the poetical narrative has been a simple relation or a vivid picturing or transcript of life and action varied by description of surrounding circumstance and indication of mood and feeling and character or else that with the development of an idea or a mental and moral significance at the basis with the story as its occasion or form of its presentation. (This is the idea of the epic poetry of the past – largely story-telling.) The change to a profounder motive will substitute a soul significance as the real substance, the action will not be there for its external surface interest but as a vital indication of the significance, the surrounding circumstance will be only such as helps to point and frame it and bring out its accessory suggestions and mood and feeling and character of its internal powers and phases.” 2
Circumstance becomes an expression of the mood of the inner feeling, meaning, truth. The whole thing is transmuted into a symbol. The new epic form, therefore, is no longer mainly story-telling.

“An intensive narrative, intensive in simplicity or in richness of significant shades, tones and colours, will be the more profound and subtle art of this kind in the future and its appropriate structures determined by the needs of this inner art motive. A first form of the intensive and spiritually significant poetic narrative has already been created and attempts to replace the more superficially intellectual motives, where the idea rather supervened upon the story or read into it the sense of its turns or its total movement, but here the story tends more to be the living expression of the idea and the idea itself vibrant in the speech and description and action the index of a profounder soul motive. The future poetry will follow this direction with a more and more subtle and variable inwardness and a greater fusion and living identity of soul motive, indicative idea, suggestive description and intensely significant speech and action.”3
Just think back for a moment to Talthybius, arriving at the gates of Priam and shouting for Deiphobus to wake up from his dream, carrying in his helpless hands the doom of an empire. Every action and every word conveys the inner idea of impending doom against which nothing can stand. (We read these lines from Ilion a couple of weeks back.) I think that when Sri Aurobindo says that a form of the future epic poetry is already being developed he is referring, at least to some extent, to his own work. And he is also referring to other modern poets while he is looking forward to Ilion and Savitri. But he is  writing this around 1922. He did go back and revise it in 1950, but this appears to me to be written from the point of view of 1922, and I’ll show you why a little bit later. 

“The same governing vision will be there as in lyric and drama; the method of development will alone be different according to the necessities of the more diffused, circumstanced and outwardly processive form which is proper to narrative.”4
So, he didn’t give up the importance of the music and the importance of the power and the transmission and the intuitive origin in writing the epic. He didn’t sacrifice those things to the story, he simply adds the dimension of story to that inspiration. 

In the next chapter, I just want to read an extraordinary sentence or two from one page:

“The words which we use in our speech seem to be, if we look only at their external formation, mere physical sounds which a device of the mind has made to represent certain objects and ideas and perceptions,—a machinery nervous perhaps in origin, but developed for a constantly finer and  more intricate use by the growing intelligence; but if we look at them in their inmost psychological and not solely at their more external aspect, we shall see that what constitutes speech and gives it its life and appeal and significance is a subtle conscious force which informs and is the soul of the body of sound: it is a superconscient Nature-Force raising its material out of our subconscience but growingly conscious in its operations in the human mind that develops  itself in one fundamental way and yet variously in language. It is this Force, this Shakti to which the old Vedic thinkers gave the name of Vak, the goddess of creative Speech…”5  Here we may have the most important and revealing statements made by Sri Aurobindo regarding the metaphysical and linguistic basis of his theory.
Now I would like to skip to another, similarly important statement of the potential of the poetry that is being envisioned:

“The degree of word-force characteristic of prose speech avails ordinarily to distinguish

and state things to the conceptual intelligence; the word of the poet sees and presents in its body and image to a subtle visual perception in the mind awakened by an inner rhythmic audition truth of soul and thought experience and truth of sense and life, the spiritual and living actuality of idea and object.”6 This is a direct transmission of meaning through the sound and rhythm of the word. It doesn’t need to appeal to the conceptual intellect. 

I would like to skip now to the next paragraph, the main one to start our exploration.
“This seeing speech has itself, however, different grades of its power of vision and expression of vision.”7
The first expressive power is limited to a clear poetic adequacy. He gives us an example from Dryden of this “clear poetic adequacy”,

“Whate’er he did was done with so much ease,

In him alone ’twas natural to please.”

Very simple, adequate poetic speech to express a human quality. I think we don’t have any doubt about what he means. 

“The second power tries to go beyond this fine and perfect adequacy in its intensities, attempts a more rich or a more powerful expression, not merely sound and adequate to poetic vision, but dynamic and strongly effective.”8
An example from Pope,

“Atoms and systems into ruins hurled

And now a bubble burst and now a world.”
And a better one from Milton,

“Hurled headlong flaming from the ethereal sky

With hideous ruin and combustion down

To bottomless perdition.”  
This is more forceful. And then the third power:

“A richer, subtler and usually a truer poetic effectivity is attained not by this rhetorical manner, but through a language succeeding by apt and vivid metaphor and simile, richness and beauty of phrase or the forceful word that makes the mind see the body of the thought with a singularly living distinctness or energy of suggestion and nearness.”9

Sri Aurobindo gives a poignant example from Shelley:

“When hearts have once mingled,

Love first leaves the well-built nest,

The weak one is singled

To endure what it once possessed;”

And another one,

“Its passions will rock thee,

As the storms rock the ravens on high;

Bright reason will mock thee

Like the sun from a wintry sky.”

SA says, “In this manner English poetry is especially opulent and gets from

it much of its energy and power; …”

It gets much of its energy and power from its opulence; there are many words, many phrases and images that can be combined in infinite ways to express subtleties, and there is where it gets its power. 

“…but yet we feel that this is not the highest degree of which poetic speech is capable. There is a more intimate vision, a more penetrating spiritual emotion, a more intense and revealing speech, to which the soul can be more vibrantly sensible. This comes to its first self-discovery when either the adequate or the dynamically effective style is raised into a greater illumination in which the inner mind sees and feels object, emotion, idea not only clearly or richly or distinctly and powerfully, but in a flash or outbreak of transforming light which kindles the thought or image into a disclosure of new significances of a much more inner character, a more profoundly revealing vision, emotion, spiritual response. This illuminating poetic speech comes suddenly and rarely, as in Dryden’s:10
“And Paradise was opened in his face,”

Not very beautiful, but striking. 

Or as in Shelley’s,

“The heart’s echoes render

No song when the spirit is mute,

No song but sad dirges

Like the wind through a ruined cell,

What do we see? Emptiness, desolation.

And Wordsworth’s,

“They flash upon the inner eye

Which is the bliss of solitude.”

Then we find a statement which specifies the range of intuitive expression which we are being prepared to expect in the future poetry:

“The genius of the poet can do work of a high beauty or of a considerable greatness in any of these degrees of poetic speech, but it is the more purely intuitive, inspired or revelatory utterance that is the most rare and difficult for the human mind to command, and it is these kinds that we peculiarly value. Their power not only moves and seizes us the most, but it admits the soul to a most spiritually profound light of seeing and ecstasy of feeling even of ordinary ideas and objects and in its highest force to thoughts and things that surpass the manner and range and limits of depth of the normal intelligence.”11 
This is perhaps an expression of that more direct power of insight and speech: 

“Heaven’s light forever shines, earth’s shadows fly;

Life like a dome of many-coloured glass

Stains the white radiance of eternity,

Until death tramples it to fragments.”

“The voice of poetry comes from a region above us, a plane of our being above and beyond our personal intelligence, a supermind which sees things in their innermost and largest truth by a spiritual identity and with a lustrous effulgency and rapture and its native language is a revelatory, inspired, intuitive word limpid or subtly vibrant or densely packed with the glory of this ecstasy and lustre. It is the possession of the mind by the supramental touch and the communicated impulse to seize this sight and word that creates the psychological phenomenon of poetic inspiration and it is the invasion of it by a superior power to that which it is normally able to harbour that produces the temporary excitement of brain and heart and nerve which accompanies the inrush of the influence.”12
In the 1930’s Sri Aurobindo wrote similar things about the inspiration which comes to motivate intuitive speech. But he didn’t call it Supermind or Supramental, he called it Overmind. He said that all poetic inspiration comes from the Overmind. So between 1922 and 1932, he came to an understanding of poetic inspiration which was a bit more detailed. He says the same thing about poetic inspiration, he just puts it in a different range. He said that poetry has on the whole very few touches of that pure Overmind inspiration, although all poetic inspiration comes from that plane and gets translated by different levels of mind. He says that his aim was to transmit as purely as possible from that direct plane of Overmind inspiration. But meanwhile, the Supramental plane has withdrawn to an even more inaccessible distance from the mortal range.

I’d like to jump forward again to On Quantitative Metre, on page 349, to give a few more examples from English poetry that he uses. Actually here he is speaking about an unconsciously quantitative free-verse, and remember we have learned that it is quantitative metre in English which he says carries most originally and directly this intuitive inspiration. 

“An unconsciously quantitative free verse may be said to exist already in the writings of Whitman and contemporary modernist poets. In modern free verse the underlying impulse is to get away from the fixed limitations of accentual metre, its set forms and its traditional “poetic” language, and to create forms and a diction more kin to the natural rhythm and turns of language which we find in common speech and in prose. …In Whitman the attempt at perfection of rhythm is often present and, when he does his best as a rhythmist, it rises to a high-strung acuteness which gives a great beauty of movement to his finest lines; but what he arrives at is a true quantitative free verse.

Come, | lovely and | soothing | death, |

Undulate | round the world, | serenely | arriving, | arriving, |

In the day, | in the night, | to all, | to each |

Sooner or | later, | delicate | death, |….

Approach, strong deliveress,

When it is so, when thou hast taken them I joyously sing the dead,

Lost in the loving floating ocean of thee,

Laved in the flood of thy bliss, O death,

And the sights of the open landscape and the high spread sky are fitting

And life and the fields and the huge and thoughtful night.”13
Think back over the lines we have read this evening, and recall that phrase of Sri Aurobindo when he said that one of the qualities of that most highly inspired mantric poetry is grave exaltation. And we discussed briefly how “exaltation” and “grave” may go together, this profound joy of sadness, this ubiquity and omnipresence of death. In Savitri too the theme is death. Savitri is about death. Many of these lines that Sri Aurobindo referred to are about this transition from something which is upheld and made beautiful and glorious and is then trampled to fragments. So here we see a couple of things. We see the form, something about the form, and something about the spirit, of inspired and intuitive poetry, which carries home to us profound truths of existence. 

I would like read to you some lines from a poem of Shelley that we are told, by the scholars of the “SA Archives”, Sri Aurobindo read often as a young man. It is a poem I have also read a number of times over the years and I find in it a possible source of much of Sri Aurobindo’s early poetry. And it exemplifies many of the principles that we have been hearing about. It also uses the same basic rhythmic structure as Savitri. It is called “The Revolt of Islam”, written in 1817.14 It is about the spirit of the French Revolution: the poem begins with an air-borne battle between the Eagle and Serpent, the forces of Evil and the forces of Good. This is perhaps a kind of seed of that new epic form, referred to by SA. It is a very long poem; it has twelve cantos and is about a hundred pages long, similar in length and in thematic content to Ilion, and Shelley consciously identified the theme with classical Greece. Here I will reproduce only nine of the first twenty-five stanzas, in which we can appreciate the beauty and power of this poetry. One might also read in this light, SA’s ‘Khaled of the Sea’, which is similarly lyrical, romantic, and mystical, but much shorter in length. SA had planned for it to have 10 cantos, but only one was written. It is very beautiful and melodious, and tells a story whose circumstances and images, like Shelley’s, are essentially symbolic.

                 The Revolt of Islam


 XVI

     There was a Woman, beautiful as morning,

     Sitting beneath the rocks upon the sand

     Of the waste sea--fair as one flower adorning

     An icy wilderness; each delicate hand

     Lay crossed upon her bosom, and the band

     Of her dark hair had fall'n, and so she sate

     Looking upon the waves; on the bare strand

     Upon the sea-mark a small boat did wait,

   Fair as herself, like Love by Hope left desolate.



XVII

     It seemed that this fair Shape had looked upon

     That unimaginable fight, and now

     That her sweet eyes were weary of the sun,

     As brightly it illustrated her woe;

     For in the tears, which silently to flow

     Paused not, its lustre hung: she, watching aye

     The foam-wreaths which the faint tide wove below

     Upon the spangled sands, groaned heavily,

   And after every groan looked up over the sea.

                 

XVIII

     And when she saw the wounded Serpent make

     His path between the waves, her lips grew pale,

     Parted and quivered; the tears ceased to break

     From her immovable eyes; no voice of wail

     Escaped her; but she rose, and on the gale

     Loosening her star-bright robe and shadowy hair,

     Poured forth her voice; the caverns of the vale

     That opened to the ocean, caught it there,

   And filled with silver sounds the overflowing air.

                

 XIX

     She spake in language whose strange melody

     Might not belong to earth. I heard alone

     What made its music more melodious be,

     The pity and the love of every tone;

     But to the Snake those accents sweet were known

     His native tongue and hers; nor did he beat

     The hoar spray idly then, but winding on

     Through the green shadows of the waves that meet

   Near to the shore, did pause beside her snowy feet.

                

 XX

     Then on the sands the Woman sate again,

     And wept and clasped her hands, and, all between,

     Renewed the unintelligible strain

     Of her melodious voice and eloquent mien;

     And she unveiled her bosom, and the green

     And glancing shadows of the sea did play

     O'er its marmoreal depth--one moment seen,

     For ere the next, the Serpent did obey

   Her voice, and, coiled in rest, in her embrace it lay.

                 

XXI

     Then she arose, and smiled on me with eyes

     Serene yet sorrowing, like that planet fair,

     While yet the daylight lingereth in the skies,

     Which cleaves with arrowy beams the dark-red air,

     And said: 'To grieve is wise, but the despair

     Was weak and vain which led thee here from sleep.

     This shalt thou know, and more, if thou dost dare

     With me and with this Serpent, o'er the deep,

   A voyage divine and strange, companionship to keep.'

                

 XXII

     Her voice was like the wildest, saddest tone,

     Yet sweet, of some loved voice heard long ago.

     I wept. `Shall this fair woman all alone

     Over the sea with that fierce Serpent go?

     His head is on her heart, and who can know

     How soon he may devour his feeble prey?--'

     Such were my thoughts, when the tide 'gan to flow;

     And that strange boat like the moon's shade did sway

   Amid reflected stars that in the waters lay.



XXIII

     A boat of rare device, which had no sail

     But its own curvèd prow of thin moonstone,

     Wrought like a web of texture fine and frail,

     To catch those gentlest winds which are not known

     To breathe, but by the steady speed alone

     With which it cleaves the sparkling sea; and now

     We are embarked--the mountains hang and frown

     Over the starry deep that gleams below

   A vast and dim expanse, as o'er the waves we go.

                 

XXIV

     And as we sailed, a strange and awful tale

     That Woman told, like such mysterious dream

     As makes the slumberer's cheek with wonder pale!

     'T was midnight, and around, a shoreless stream,

     Wide ocean rolled, when that majestic theme

     Shrined in her heart found utterance, and she bent

     Her looks on mine; those eyes a kindling beam

     Of love divine into my spirit sent,

   And, ere her lips could move, made the air eloquent.

                 

XXV

     `Speak not to me, but hear! much shalt thou learn,

     Much must remain unthought, and more untold,

     In the dark Future's ever-flowing urn.

     Know then that from the depth of ages old

     Two Powers o'er mortal things dominion hold,

     Ruling the world with a divided lot,

     Immortal, all-pervading, manifold,

     Twin Genii, equal Gods--when life and thought

   Sprang forth, they burst the womb of inessential Nought.
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