The Poetry of Sri Aurobindo – 7

The Inner Journey
I just want to remind you about the epic form and spirit from last week’s observations. Primarily from now on we will be exploring the epics Savitri and Ilion. This is what Sri Aurobindo primarily put his poetic genius into. Sometime in the mid forties he wrote a letter in which he said he regretted not having more time to finish Ilion. But of course he continued working on Savitri and more or less finished it by the end of 1950. What we have read so far from The Future Poetry shows clearly that he felt the epic form was going to be the one best suited to the vision of the higher mind and Overmind vision. 

It seems that from his lyrical poetry, we learned enough to know what the basic poetic movement is. If you read a poem like “Khaled of the Sea”1 just to enjoy the rhythm and the images, it shows you the richness and the beauty and lyricality of that form and style. But more than that, it also gives one of the first indications of the theme of sacrifice that will become the essential movement of the epic poem Savitri.

If you read the sonnets, then you know that Sri Aurobindo could put into a very compressed, very formal, sixteen lines or fourteen lines, the whole vision, the vision of the Purusha, or the vision of the experience of transformation, or those types of experiences that were somehow special to his sadhana. He could use the sonnet form to encapsulate them. If you read those poems as a practice, in order to put your consciousness closer to his, to allow him to inform you of where he was, what he saw, what he did, then the sonnet works for you like that. As poetry it is perhaps not very special. The sonnet form has been used by many, and there are innumerable beautiful sonnets that exist in poetry, and probably better ones in Italian. At any rate, he used that form and we know that he mastered it and that he had a special objective in mind. He was transmitting something essential through that form. If we appreciate the early lyrics to any extent at all, they also give us, indirectly, a familiarity with the range of English poetry, of which there is a vast amount. The poetry of Shelley, which is very mystical and philosophical, romantic and beautiful, is like the poetry of “Khaled of the Sea”. Sometimes it reaches a height and power of another order. He breaks through into unusual heights of vision and qualities of experience that he can communicate very effectively through his poetry. So we know that those possibilities are there, and they have been evolving through literature for a long time. 

Beyond those ranges of poetic achievement, Sri Aurobindo used his creative genius and vast knowledge of poetry to deliberately further the transformation of consciousness. He used it as the spiritual master uses mantra. So it may be a very long time before typical literary knowledge and appreciation finds out what Sri Aurobindo was up to. You can find out what he was up to because you want to know, spiritually, what it was. So you have already invested it with a value that is sufficient for you to become interested in reading it. You will read Savitri because he wrote it. But we also know, from what we have read so far here, that he cultivated a type of poetry which he felt went far beyond the usual forms of sutra and mantra, and beyond the range of spiritual teaching, and even far beyond the range of epic poetry. He attempted to manifest new forces of consciousness through a powerful kind of word-music and inspired speech. And he developed a whole psychology to explain it. If you read the letters from the thirties on poetic inspiration, he is speaking about the ability of Overmind inspiration to descend through other planes of mind and elevate consciousness.

When he says that Savitri can bring down God into the lives of men, he is not just speaking metaphorically. Savitri is an entity, a vibrational being who is invoked through sound and rhythm and image to manifest extraordinary states of stillness, peace, power, beauty, - physically. This is not going to be something that is appreciated widely in the literary world anytime soon. It is not what people are looking for. People are also not looking for quantitative metre. Sri Aurobindo found that quantitative metre could be utilized in English to achieve his objectives. Now we are trying to understand what that means. We have had some hints, but whether we can apply them to our own understanding and our own reading is a matter of experiential learning. 

One of the clues he gave us was showing us accentual metres in poetry and then showing us how quantitative metres override the principle of accentual metre. Quantitative metre comes from the meaning. So just a slight change in emphasis changes the meaning; the poet who has a particular meaning in mind uses accentual metre as a basic form but within that basic form there are several different ways to arrange the accents. He could have designed the same line five different ways. He designed it the particular way he did because that carried the meaning best. So when you speak that meaning, yes it has an accentual metre underlying it but, as he says repeatedly, by scanning the line in terms of the accentual metre you won’t discover how it is supposed to sound and what it is supposed to mean. That comes from somewhere else – from a plane of consciousness. In order to catch that, sometimes you need to negate completely the accentual pattern. You have to break it. If you read “Khaled of the Sea” it is very easy to fall into this ‘dadadadadadada’ and two or three pages down the way you fall asleep. Then you know you didn’t get it. Then you have to try and read it in a manner that is closer to speech. But closer to speech doesn’t mean you give up rhythm and balance and regularity.  And, it must be heard.

Savitri is the very best example of the mantric combination of quantitative metre, and accent and stress metre, and also of a meaning that is so far from what we ordinarily understand, that either you are going to get it or you are not. Either it is going to be almost meaningless, because we know there is not much story there, - he has told us the new epic poem is not about a story,  so you can forget it if you are trying to find a story there, - that is not what it is about. And, if you are trying to find a regular accentual rhythm that sounds nice to read solemnly like a Sanskrit mantra that is just droning on and on and on, then you will fall asleep. These are the things that it isn’t. 

The question is, what is it? If we look back at the principle of form and spirit we may recall that Sri Aurobindo said, “The future poetry will follow this direction of intensive and spiritually significant poetic form with a more and more subtle and variable inwardness and a greater fusion and living identity of soul motive.” It is not about the story or the circumstances or the ideas, which are what epic poetry has been about, but now it will be about soul motives, suggestive descriptions, and intensely significant speech and action. 

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. The epic is only the narrative presentation on its largest canvas and at its highest elevation, greatness and amplitude of spirit and speech and movement.2
So if you can imagine the highest amplitude of spirit and speech and movement, and think about how that would be expressed, you get the intuitively inspired epic form. He says,

It is sometimes asserted that the epic is solely proper to primitive ages when the freshness of life made a story of large and simple action of supreme interest to the youthful mind of humanity, the literary epic an artificial prolongation by an intellectual age and a genuine epic poetry no longer possible now or in the future.3
Homer, Virgil, and Milton did it, but those epics were about mythical times and religious motives and heroes. Those ways of thinking and understanding are no longer relevant, therefore the epic form is no longer relevant. That is the conventional view. Sri Aurobindo says,

This is to mistake form and circumstance for the central reality. The epic, a great poetic

story of man or world or the gods, need not necessarily be a vigorous presentation of external action: the divinely appointed creation of Rome, the struggle of the principles of good and evil as presented in the great Indian poems, the pageant of the centuries or the journey of the seer through the three worlds beyond us are as fit themes as primitive war and adventure for the imagination of the epic creator. The epics of the soul most inwardly seen as they will be by an intuitive poetry, are his greatest possible subject, and it is this supreme kind that we shall expect from some profound and mighty voice of the future. His indeed may be the song of greatest flight that will reveal from the highest pinnacle and with the largest field of vision the destiny of the human spirit and the presence and ways and purpose of the Divinity in man and the universe.4
I believe these are the most important and revealing statements in this book. The epics of the soul, the great movements, the great battles, the great defeats, the great struggles of the soul, the great heights and discoveries of the soul: these are the epics, the movements, and the actions he is speaking about and that he was to write about in his epic poetry of the spirit. So, as we heard last time, there are many levels of poetic form that can be used for this purpose and one of them that he mentioned, which we saw an example of in Shelley’s poem “The Revolt of Islam” was one in which, as he said,

A richer, subtler and usually a truer poetic effectivity is attained… 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,5
The poetry shows you a vision through metaphor and simile of something like we saw in Shelley’s description of the battle of good and evil:  first there was the storm roiling around and then there was a calmness in the middle of the storm and then there came the two symbolic creatures fighting in the air until finally one falls into the sea and swims into the bosom of the soul herself sitting on a rock at the water’s edge. We have a powerful metaphor of this battle of good and evil raging around us, especially at that time when the French Revolution was going on, being observed from above and from within by the poet. So in Savitri also, we find line after line, page after page, utilizing exactly this form and expressing this kind of spiritual view of things. Shelley wasn’t telling us about the French Revolution; he was telling us about the Eagle and the Snake, about the universal forces of Evil and Good, and especially about his deep inner vision and feeling of those things. 

Another thing that Sri Aurobindo does in his poetry, that is often done in epics, is to utilize the metaphor of the journey. Odysseus journeyed, and at each point along the way of his journey he had very significant experiences, and eventually he arrived, and there was a completion or fulfillment of the heroic spirit. Beowulf went on a long journey to destroy the monster, as did Gilgamesh. (In the extraordinary case of Gilgamesh, after slaying the monster, with the help of his friend – symbolic of his own lower nature, the friend dies of wounds and Gilgamesh, distraught, journeys into the netherworld to discover the mystery of death. There he receives the robe of immortality. Like Nachiketas in the Katha Upanishad, and like Savitri, it is from death that he receives the secret of life.)  This is the old idea of the epic. In Savitri we have another kind of journey. We have the journey of the self to find its soul, and passing through an inner death on the way. There are a few other familiar themes that Sri Aurobindo uses, such as self-sacrifice and salvation, but this theme of the journey is present throughout. For example, - this is Aswapati’s journey in the book titled “The Traveler of the Worlds,” -  he is journeying through the worlds or planes of consciousness; he is not journeying through any worlds that we know about. 

AS ONE who between dim receding walls

Towards the far gleam of a tunnel’s mouth,

Hoping for light, walks now with freer pace

And feels approach a breath of wider air,

So he escaped from that grey anarchy.6 
We know that in the previous Canto he had had an experience of grayness and anarchy and now he is walking through a narrow pathway and feeling a breath of air and he is ready to undertake a new stage of his journey. And then, here is another example of the inner journey from the previous page,

Adventuring once more in the natal mist

Across the dangerous haze, the pregnant stir,

He through the astral chaos shore a way

Mid the grey faces of its demon gods,

Questioned by whispers of its flickering ghosts,

Besieged by sorceries of its fluent force.

As one who walks unguided through strange fields

Tending he knows not where nor with what hope,

He trod a soil that failed beneath his feet

And journeyed in stone strength to a fugitive end.

His trail behind him was a vanishing line

Of glimmering points in a vague immensity;7
This is just the flow of the journey. It doesn’t have any particular story content. So what is it? I’m going to move forward here to Savitri’s journey, just to give you another example of this metaphor. In Book Seven, “The Book of Yoga”, one of the Cantos is called “The Parable of the Search for the Soul”. Here she is moving inwardly to discover her soul and realizes she has to refocus herself in order to search deeply for it. 

Then journeying forward through the self’s wide hush

She came into a brilliant ordered Space.

There Life dwelt parked in an armed tranquillity;

A chain was on her strong insurgent heart.

Tamed to the modesty of a measured pace,

She kept no more her vehement stride and rush;

She had lost the careless majesty of her muse

And the ample grandeur of her regal force;

Curbed were her mighty pomps, her splendid waste,

Sobered the revels of her bacchant play,

Cut down were her squanderings in desire’s bazaar,

Coerced her despot will, her fancy’s dance,

A cold stolidity bound the riot of sense.8
So we know that she has toned down, somewhat, her adventurous spirit. She is searching for her soul, which is other than her normal self-experience. In order to do that it is necessary to do these things: to enter into a tranquility of mind and heart and cut down the wasteful squanderings of one’s energies. This is a “soul motive” of audibly intense significance. A few pages along, we read:

Here was a quiet country of fixed mind,

Here life no more was all nor passion’s voice;

The cry of sense had sunk into a hush.

Soul was not there nor spirit but mind alone;9

   |                     |                    /                |           |

Soul was not there | [nor Spir/it] [but mind] [alone]  

( a choriamb, an iamb, an anapaest, and an iamb)
Here you can hear how quantitative metre overrides the accentual and makes of it more or less normal speech. It is normal speech with a strong or grave content; a strong inner movement is taking place. The difference between this and normal speech is that everything here is weighted with meaning. What you have to be sure that you hear when you read it is that particular meaning. It is nonsense if you try to read it in any kind of artificial or predetermined way. That is perhaps an exaggeration, but if you understand that he is saying something that is real, and that you can experience it right now as you read it -  if we are making an inner effort to find our soul right now, which should always be the case when reading Savitri - then the message will be heard. Mental quietude is a prerequisite of this journey.

Here was a quiet country of fixed mind,

Here life no more was all nor passion’s voice;

The cry of sense had sunk into a hush.

When you read those lines please allow time for the cry of sense to sink into a hush: no feeling, no sensation, no sound, no voices, no passions.

Into a firm and settled space she came

Where all was still and all things kept their place.

And all things     kept     their place.

I am going to move ahead now on our metaphor of journey, to….

So she fared on                across her silent self.
We have to be willing to undertake this journey if this is going to mean anything. If we do take it, then everything that is described will be there for us. It will not be anything abstract or invented or merely poetic. 

To a road she came thronged with an ardent crowd

Who sped brilliant, fire-footed, sunlight-eyed,

Pressing to reach the world’s mysterious wall,

And pass through masked doorways into outer mind

Where the Light comes not nor the mystic voice,

Messengers from our subliminal greatnesses,

Guests from the cavern of the secret soul.10
These messengers are approaching this outer world of sensation and thought, from somewhere else deep inside; so she comes to this road where they are seen. Now we are on this road, in this silent mind, and we start to hear messages from our deep inner soul.

Into dim spiritual somnolence they break
So in that state of almost sleep, deadness of sense, these brilliant messengers try to come through into this outer wall of existence. This happens to her at the end of the Canto which is called “The Entry into the Inner Countries” for a very good reason. It is necessary to come here on the way to find the soul. One of these messages is given to us in the form of a voice that Sri Aurobindo referred to in “the form and the spirit” of the future poetry, as “speech, action, circumstance that convey soul qualities”. This messenger speaks to her: 

 “O Savitri, from thy hidden soul we come.

We are the messengers, the occult gods

Who help men’s drab and heavy ignorant lives

To wake to beauty and the wonder of things

Touching them with glory and divinity;

In evil we light the deathless flame of good

And hold the torch of knowledge on ignorant roads;

We are thy will and all men’s will towards Light.

O human copy and disguise of God

Who seekst the deity thou keepest hid

And livest by the Truth thou hast not known,

Follow the world’s winding highway to its source.

There in the silence few have ever reached,

Thou shalt see the Fire burning on the bare stone

And the deep cavern of thy secret soul.”11
This is the journey that Sri Aurobindo narrates in this Canto. It is clearly not a physical journey to distant lands nor a geologist’s explorations into the earth’s caverns. And where has anyone seen a fire burning on a bare stone? Only in our deepest depths of self-reflection, under the burning compulsion of the will to discover in ourselves a knowledge and a love greater than anything we find outside in the world of illusions, can we imagine such a thing: an inner fire that needs no material fuel to burn.

Then Savitri following the great winding road

Came where it dwindled into a narrow path

Trod only by rare wounded pilgrim feet.12 
When you read these lines of narrative, if you are not one of those rare individuals seeking your soul, with wounded feet from a long and difficult search, you will gloss over this as if it was just poetry, which is fine. People gloss over it as if it was only poetry all the time. But, at some point it will grab you, and you will be on the path.

The first section of a following Canto of Savitri, now firmly on the path to find her soul, titled “The Triple Soul Forces”, is only five pages long, quite self contained, and it tells a story with which we are familiar. And at the same time it is apparent that the story it tells, in very plain, straight forward language, is all metaphor and symbol; it is not a story at all. For example, in the first part Savitri, seeking her soul and listening to her inner voices, hears and sees a form of herself, an inner soul identity whose appearance and circumstance express a double aspect of herself and the world – sorrow and pity.

HERE from a low and prone and listless ground

The passion of the first ascent began;

A moon-bright face in a sombre cloud of hair,

A Woman sat in a pale lustrous robe.

A rugged and ragged soil was her bare seat,

Beneath her feet a sharp and wounding stone.

A divine pity on the peaks of the world,

A spirit touched by the grief of all that lives,

She looked out far and saw from inner mind

This questionable world of outward things,

Of false appearances and plausible shapes,

This dubious cosmos stretched in the ignorant Void,

The pangs of earth, the toil and speed of the stars

And the difficult birth and dolorous end of life.

Accepting the universe as her body of woe,

The Mother of the seven sorrows bore

The seven stabs that pierced her bleeding heart:

The beauty of sadness lingered on her face,

Her eyes were dim with the ancient stain of tears.

Her heart was riven with the world’s agony

And burdened with the sorrow and struggle in Time,

An anguished music trailed in her rapt voice.

Absorbed in a deep compassion’s ecstasy,

Lifting the mild ray of her patient gaze,

In soft sweet training words slowly she spoke:

“O Savitri, I am thy secret soul.

To share the suffering of the world I came,

I draw my children’s pangs into my breast.

I am the nurse of the dolour beneath the stars;

I am the soul of all who wailing writhe

Under the ruthless harrow of the Gods.

I am woman, nurse and slave and beaten beast;

I tend the hands that gave me cruel blows.

The hearts that spurned my love and zeal I serve;

I am the courted queen, the pampered doll,

I am the giver of the bowl of rice,

I am the worshipped Angel of the House.

I am in all that suffers and that cries.

Mine is the prayer that climbs in vain from earth,

I am traversed by my creatures’ agonies,

I am the spirit in a world of pain.

The scream of tortured flesh and tortured hearts

Fall’n back on heart and flesh unheard by Heaven

Has rent with helpless grief and wrath my soul.

I have seen the peasant burning in his hut,

I have seen the slashed corpse of the slaughtered child,

Heard woman’s cry ravished and stripped and haled

Amid the bayings of the hell-hound mob,

I have looked on, I had no power to save.

I have brought no arm of strength to aid or slay;

God gave me love, he gave me not his force.13
As Sri Aurobindo said that the new epic poetry must do, these lines “ensoul the mind” with the stark realities of suffering and helplessness. But, as far as “story” goes, there is only a recalling and naming, a bringing to consciousness of certain intensities of reality; there is no peasant burning or child being murdered or woman being raped. There is a dramatically moving characterization of the essence of womanhood. There is a disturbing characterization of the essence of brutality. And there is a shocking revelation of the impotence of a certain spirituality to change this nature of events. These are sounds that carry to us images with which we can identify subjectively; their sole purpose is to awaken in us a deeper inner focus and point of view, and a profound and vivid awareness. 

And on the next page, just to illustrate how this form works: after her soul expresses/realizes the spirit of love and pity and helplessness, there comes another voice, a more somber sound, this one is the voice of the man of sorrow, and we take on his fallen human perspective.

“I am the Man of Sorrows, I am he

Who is nailed on the wide cross of the universe;

To enjoy my agony God built the earth,

My passion he has made his drama’s theme.

He has sent me naked into his bitter world

And beaten me with his rods of grief and pain

That I might cry and grovel at his feet

And offer him worship with my blood and tears.

I am Prometheus under the vulture’s beak,

Man the discoverer of the undying fire,

In the flame he kindled burning like a moth;

I am the seeker who can never find,

I am the fighter who can never win,

I am the runner who never touched his goal:14
So, not only are we exposed to divine pity, we are exposed to human suffering, in just two short pages of this journey. We are brought close to the soul of pity and the soul of suffering, in ourselves, because we need to remember these things, we need to expand our ordinary, superficial, outward view, our mundane daily passions and personal lives, and to come to terms with existence, its heights, and its depths. This spiritual journey soars and falls and soars and falls, again and again, because that is necessary to awaken our consciousness. 

Savitri too will speak, after she hears these two voices within: and her words will bring forcefully home to us the whole background of these feelings, as well as the additional urge of the divine within us to bring about another reality of experience – an urge to definitively change the nature of this reality itself. Could we have envisioned such an almost unimaginable possibility without being brought into touch with this powerful spiritual context through poetry?

And Savitri heard the voice, the echo heard

And turning to her being of pity spoke:

“Madonna of suffering, Mother of grief divine,

Thou art a portion of my soul put forth

To bear the unbearable sorrow of the world.

Because thou art, men yield not to their doom,

But ask for happiness and strive with fate;

Because thou art, the wretched still can hope.

But thine is the power to solace, not to save.

One day I will return, a bringer of strength,

And make thee drink from the Eternal’s cup;

His streams of force shall triumph in thy limbs

And Wisdom’s calm control thy passionate heart.

Thy love shall be the bond of humankind,

Compassion the bright key of Nature’s acts:

Misery shall pass abolished from the earth;

The world shall be freed from the anger of the Beast,

From the cruelty of the Titan and his pain.

There shall be peace and joy for ever more.”15
This is inspired, visionary speech. It is the music of poetry that reveals the meaning of our ability to feel compassion. It is the voice of the soul on its epic journey of self-discovery in us, but with a new enthusiasm, a new determination, a dynamism of spirit imparted to us by the poet of transformation. Savitri’s mission, her soul’s sensibility - deeper than pity - is not only to embrace, to console and to give hope, but to bring a force into the pity, and a wisdom that changes the nature of the human situation. The new soul force doesn’t just give solace. It transforms pity into the power to save. This is an epic journey of the Soul and the Spirit into new realms of possibility. 

So, we shall explore a little bit more some of the overriding metaphors that Sri Aurobindo uses to inform us of our own being, the soul’s journey being one, ascent to the heights of spiritual consciousness being another, descent into hell another; there are many metaphors and tones of our being to be discovered. In traditional epics the apocalyptic vision is a common theme which we will also find here. And by this exploration, we can get a sampling of some of the different movements. This particular movement is quite strange and unique in the whole scope of Savitri; it is especially in this one Canto and only another short section or two dwell upon the theme of human suffering like this. 

But here it is possible to see how the metaphor of the wounding stone, the circumstance of helpless confrontation with suffering, and the speech of dialogue with noble representatives of life’s anguish, all of these conventional forms of drama and epic are used here in a way that is not at all conventional. What is being looked at are subjective, inner values, something that only the human soul is capable of: no other creature on earth is capable of understanding grief and suffering, - not of merely experiencing it, but understanding it and confronting it, as a principle, with its opposite. This is uniquely and profoundly human. So this journey and this meeting, these personifications of love and pity, and of pain and suffering, personified in these three voices, are revealed in their depth and power. I think this is what Sri Aurobindo means when he says that the epic and the narrative, the standard form, can be used to convey this new spiritual vision. And then it is not circumstance at all that is being narrated; it’s a largeness of human experience, and divine experience, and superhuman experience, – all of a subjective quality that the poetry intensifies in us. 
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