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The Mother’s Translation


Preface

Savitri  is  an  adventure  of  poetic  creation  and  expression.  It  is Sri Aurobindo’s  sruti and  drishti – his word and vision given as his best gift to humanity. As described by the Kavi.

Missioned voices drive to me from God’s doorway Words that live not save upon Nature’s summits, Ecstasy’s chariots. (CWSA 2: 377)

It  is  beyond  the  grasp  of  human  mind  for  it  is  written  from  a consciousness that leapt from levels ranging between the Mind and Supermind. Its range of expression is from the individual to the cosmic consciousness,  from  the  human  to  the  superhuman,  capturing  the details of the finite to the Infinite.

As he ascended in consciousness so was the super-epic recast and expressed into more profound thought-waves in rhythms of supreme transformative mantra, comparable only with the immense rhythm and vision of the Vedas and Upanishads.

The revelations and realisation that thrill our mind’s highest reaches of  poetic  sensitivity  are  all  a  veiled  revealing  of  the  poet’s  inner journey that had climbed from peak to peak of spiritual heights.  Savitri thus incarnates itself as luminous expression of his vast and deep and unfathomable consciousness.

To capture the moods and secrets of the unique adventure of consciousness as hidden in  Savitri is best done by the Mother, the one who had travelled along with Sri Aurobindo in his manifestation of the poetic-archetype. Other authors were invited to pick up some bright gems from this infinite treasure trove of the Divine. Their talks formed part of “The Magnificent  Savitri” series that was relayed by Sri Aurobindo Centre for Advanced Research between August 8, 2021

to August 7, 2022. They are available on SACAR YouTube Channel.

These talks transcribed and edited form part of the present volume: Insights Into Savitri.  Of  course,  these  explorations  are  somewhat  a reflection of the central revelation of  Savitri, given by the Mother.

It is a collective offering from the authors as well as the SACAR Team to Sri Aurobindo on his 150th birth anniversary.

V. Ananda Reddy
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I

A Talk of the Mother on  Savitri

The Mother

Do you read Savitri? 

Yes, Mother, yes.

You have read the whole poem?

Yes, Mother, I have read it twice. 

Have you understood all that you have read?

Not much, but I like poetry, that is why I read it. 

It does not matter if you do not understand it —  Savitri, read it always.

You will see that every time you read it, something new will be revealed to you. Each time you will get a new glimpse, each time a new experience; things which were not there, things you did not understand arise and suddenly become clear. Always an unexpected vision comes up through words and lines. Every time you try to read and understand, you will see that something is added, something which was hidden behind is revealed clearly and vividly. I tell you the very verses you have read once before, will appear to you in a different light each time you re-read them. This is what happens invariably. Always your experience is enriched, it is a revelation at each step.

But you must not read it as you read other books or newspapers. You must read with an empty head, a blank and vacant mind, without there being any other thought; you must concentrate much, remain empty, calm and open; then the words, rhythms, vibrations will penetrate directly to this white page, ( pointing to Her forehead) will put their stamp upon the brain, will explain themselves without your making any effort.

Savitri alone is sufficient to make you climb to the highest peaks. If truly one knows how to meditate on  Savitri, one will receive all the help one needs. For him who wishes to follow this path, it is a concrete help as though the Lord himself were taking you by the hand and leading you to the destined goal. And then, every question, however personal it may be, has its answer here, every difficulty finds its solution herein; indeed there is everything that is necessary for doing the Yoga.
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He has crammed the whole universe in a single book. It is a marvellous work, magnificent and of an incomparable perfection.

You know, before writing  Savitri Sri Aurobindo said to me, I am impelled to  launch  on  a  new  adventure;  I  was  hesitant  in  the  beginning,  but now I am decided. Still I do not know how far I shall succeed. I pray for help. And you know what it was? It was - before beginning, I warn you in advance — it was His way of speaking, so full of divine humility and modesty. He never... asserted Himself. And the day He actually began it, He told me: I have launched myself in a rudder-less boat upon the vastness of the Infinite. And once having started, He wrote page after page without intermission, as though it were a thing already complete up there and He had only to transcribe it in ink down here on these pages.

In truth, the entire form of  Savitri has descended “en masse” from the highest  region  and  Sri Aurobindo  with  His  genius  only  arranged  the lines — in a superb and magnificent style. Sometimes entire lines were revealed and He has left them intact; He worked hard, untiringly, so that the inspiration could come from the highest possible summit. And what a work He has created! Yes, it is a true creation in itself. It is an unequalled work. Everything is there, and it is put in such a simple, such a clear form; verses perfectly harmonious, limpid and eternally true. My child, I have read so many things, but I have never come across anything which could be compared with  Savitri. I have studied the best works in Greek, Latin, English and of course in French literature, also in German and all the great creations of the West and the East, including the great epics; but I repeat it, I have not found anywhere anything comparable with  Savitri. All these literary works seem to me empty, flat, hollow, without any deep reality — apart from a few rare exceptions, and these too represent only a small fraction of what  Savitri is. What grandeur, what amplitude, what reality: it is something immortal and eternal He has created. I tell you once again there is nothing like it in the whole world. Even if one puts aside the vision of the reality, that is, the essential substance which is the heart of the inspiration, and considers only the lines in themselves, one will find them unique, of the highest classical kind. What He has created is something man cannot imagine. For, everything is there, everything.

It may then be said that  Savitri is a revelation, it is a meditation, it is a quest of the Infinite, the Eternal. If it is read with this aspiration for

A Talk of the Mother on “Savitri”
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Immortality, the reading itself will serve as a guide to Immortality. To read Savitri is indeed to practise Yoga, spiritual concentration; one can find there all that is needed to realise the Divine. Each step of Yoga is noted here, including the secret of all other Yogas. Surely, if one sincerely follows what is revealed here in each line one will reach finally the transformation of  the  Supramental  Yoga.  It  is  truly  the  infallible  guide  who  never abandons you; its support is always there for him who wants to follow the path. Each verse of  Savitri is like a revealed Mantra which surpasses all that man possessed by way of knowledge, and I repeat this, the words are expressed and arranged in such away that the sonority of the rhythm leads you to the origin of sound, which is OM.

My  child,  yes,  everything  is  there:  mysticism,  occultism,  philosophy, the  history  of  evolution,  the  history  of  man,  of  the  gods,  of  creation, of Nature. How the universe was created, why, for what purpose, what destiny — all is there. You can find all the answers to all your questions there.  Everything  is  explained,  even  the  future  of  man  and  of  the evolution, all that nobody yet knows. He has described it all in beautiful and clear words so that spiritual adventurers who wish to solve the mysteries of the world may understand it more easily. But this mystery is well hidden behind the words and lines and one must rise to the required level of true consciousness to discover it. All prophecies, all that is going to come is presented with a precise and wonderful clarity. Sri Aurobindo gives you here the key to find the Truth, to discover the Consciousness, to solve the problems of what the universe is. He has also indicated how to open the door of the Inconscience so that the light may penetrate there  and  transform  it.  He  has  shown  the  path,  the  way  to  liberate oneself from the ignorance and climb up to the superconscience; each stage, each plane of consciousness, how they can be scaled, how one can cross even the barrier of death and attain immortality. You will find the whole journey in detail, and as you go forward you can discover things altogether unknown to man. That is  Savitri and much more yet. It is a real experience — reading  Savitri. All the secrets that man possessed, He has revealed, — as well as all that awaits him in the future; all this is found in the depth of  Savitri. But one must have the knowledge to discover it all, the experience of the planes of consciousness, the experience of the Supermind, even the experience of the conquest of Death. He has noted 4
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all the stages, marked, each step in order to advance integrally in the integral Yoga. All this is His own experience, and what is most surprising is that it is my own experience also. It is my sadhana which He has worked out. Each object, each event, each realisation, all the descriptions, even the colours are exactly what I saw and the words, phrases are also exactly what I heard. And all this before having read the book. I read  Savitri many times afterwards, but earlier, when He was writing He used to read it to me. Every morning I used to hear Him read  Savitri. During the night He would write and in the morning read it to me.

And  I  observed  something  curious,  that  —  day  after  day,  the experiences He read out to me in the morning were those I had had the previous night, word for word. Yes, all the descriptions, the colours, the pictures I had seen, the words I had heard, all, all, I heard it all, put by Him into poetry, into miraculous poetry. Yes, they were exactly my experiences of the previous night which He read out to me the following morning.

And it was not just one day by chance, but for days and days together.

And every time I used to compare what He said with my previous experiences and they were always the same. I repeat, it was not that I had told Him my experiences and that He had noted them down afterwards, no,  He  knew  already  what  I  had  seen.  It  is  my  experiences  He  has presented at length and they were His experiences also. It is, moreover, the picture of Our joint adventure into the unknown or rather into the Supermind.

These are experiences lived by Him, realities, supracosmic truths. He experienced all these as one experiences joy or sorrow, physically. He walked  in  the  darkness  of  inconscience,  even  in  the  neighbourhood of  death,  endured  the  sufferings  of  perdition,  and  emerged  from  the mud,  the  world-misery,  to  breathe  the  sovereign  plenitude  and  enter the  supreme  Ananda.  He  crossed  all  these  realms,  went  through  the consequences, suffered and endured physically what one cannot imagine.

Nobody  till  today  has  suffered  like  Him.  He  accepted  suffering to  transform  suffering  into  the  joy  of  union  with  the  Supreme.  It  is something  unique  and  incomparable  in  the  history  of  the  world.  It  is something that has never happened before, He is the first to have traced the path in the Unknown, so that we may be able to walk with certitude towards the Supermind. He has made the work easy for us,  Savitri is His A Talk of the Mother on “Savitri”
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whole Yoga of transformation, and this Yoga appears now for the first time in the earth-consciousness.

And I think that man is not yet ready to receive it. It is too high and too vast for him.

He cannot understand it, grasp it, for it is not by the mind that one can understand  Savitri.

One needs spiritual experiences in order to understand and assimilate it. The farther one advances on the path of Yoga, the more does one assimilate and the better. No, it is something which will be appreciated only in the future, it is the poetry of tomorrow of which He has spoken in The Future Poetry. It is too subtle, too refined, — it is not in the mind or through the mind, it is in meditation that  Savitri is revealed. .

And men have the audacity to compare it with the work of Virgil or Homer  and  to  find  it  inferior.  They  do  not  understand,  they  cannot understand. What do they know? Nothing at all. And it is useless to try to  make  them  understand.  Men  will  know  what  it  is,  but  in  a  distant future. It is only the new race with the new consciousness which will be able to understand. I assure you there is nothing under the blue sky to compare with  Savitri. It is the mystery of mysteries. It is a super-epic, it is super-literature, super-poetry, super-vision, it is a super-work even if one considers the number of lines He has written. No, these human words are not adequate to describe  Savitri. Yes, one needs superlatives, hyperboles to describe it. It is a hyper-epic. No, words express nothing of what  Savitri is, at least I do not find them. It is of immense value — spiritual value and all other values; it is eternal in its subject, and infinite in its appeal, miraculous in its mode and power of execution; it is a unique thing, the more you come in contact with it, the higher will you be uplifted. Ah, truly it is something! It is the most beautiful thing He has left for man, the highest possible. What is it? When will man know it? When is he going to lead a life of truth? When is he going to accept this in his life? This yet remains to be seen.

My child, everyday you are going to read  Savitri; read properly, with the right attitude, concentrating a little before opening the pages and trying to keep the mind as empty as possible, absolutely without a thought. The direct road is through the heart. I tell you, if you try to really concentrate with this aspiration you can light the flame, the psychic flame, the flame 6
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of  purification  in  a  very  short  time,  perhaps  in  a  few  days.  What  you cannot do normally, you can do with the help of  Savitri.

Try and you will see how very different it is, how new, if you read with this attitude, with this something at the back of your consciousness; as though it were an offering to Sri Aurobindo. You know it is charged, fully charged with consciousness; as if  Savitri were a being, a real Guide. I tell you, whoever, wanting to practise Yoga, tries sincerely and feels the necessity for it, will be able to climb with the help of  Savitri to the highest rung of the ladder of Yoga, will be able to find the secret that  Savitri represents. And this without the help of a Guru. And he will be able to practise it anywhere. For him  Savitri alone will be the guide, for all that he needs he will find in  Savitri. If he remains very quiet when before a difficulty, or when he does not know where to turn to go forward and how to overcome obstacles, for all these hesitations and incertitudes which overwhelm us at every moment, he will have the necessary indications, and the necessary concrete help. If he remains very calm, open, if he aspires sincerely, always he will be as if led by the hand. If he has faith, the will to give himself and the essential sincerity, he will reach the final goal.

Indeed,  Savitri  is  something  concrete,  living,  it  is  all  replete,  packed with  consciousness,  it  is  the  supreme  knowledge  above  all  human philosophies  and  religions.  It  is  the  spiritual  path,  it  is  Yoga,  Tapasya, Sadhana, everything, in its single body.  Savitri has an extraordinary power, it gives out vibrations for him who can receive them, the true vibrations of each stage of consciousness. It is incomparable, it is truth in its plenitude, the Truth Sri Aurobindo brought down on the earth. My child, one must try to find the secret that  Savitri  represents,  the  prophetic  message Sri Aurobindo reveals there for us. This is the work before you, it is hard but it is worth the trouble.

Blessings

5-11-1967

Courtesy: Sarkar, Mona,  Sweet Mother: Harmonies of Light. Pondicherry: Sri Aurobindo Ashram Publication Department (1995)

Savitri & Satyavan


II

The Same Perfect  Savitri

Dr Prema Nandakumar

Dedicating his narrative poem, “Love and Death” to his brother Manmohan Ghose, Sri Aurobindo defended his choice of the secular  legend  of  Ruru  and  Pramadvara  from  the  Adi  Parva  of  the Mahabharata as the theme for his poem in English. It was not an easy task to transform an ancient Sanskrit tale into an English narrative, but he felt it was worth attempting and so he wrote: To take with a reverent hand the old myths and cleanse them of  soiling  accretions,  till  they  shine  with  some  of  the  antique strength, simplicity and solemn depth of beautiful meaning, is an ambition which Hindu poets of today may and do worthily cherish.

To accomplish a similar duty in a foreign tongue is a more perilous endeavour. (CWSA 36: 128-129)

When he had almost finished  Savitri in mid-twentieth century, the old  Mahabharata  tale  had  retained  not  only  its  “antique  strength, simplicity and solemn depth of beautiful meaning” but had blossomed into something more. It had become a living image of humanity’s hope for a supramental manifestation upon earth. Verily a spiritual dynamo, Sri Aurobindo’s  Savitri is based on the  pativratopakhyana  in the Vana Parva of Vyasa’s epic. Drawing out the significances contained in certain terms used by Vyasa in his  upakhyana, Sri Aurobindo transformed the original short narrative into a long poem in English of about 24,000 lines without changing the essentials. This was because, as he wrote to his brother, he saw more than what the surface of Vyasa’s tales showed up for us. What he said about “Love  and Death” was a kind of manifesto that was realised in full in his later work,  Savitri: Ideal love is a triune energy, neither a mere sensual impulse, nor mere emotional nor mere spiritual... My conception being an ideal struggle between love and death, two things are needed to give it poetical form, an adequate picture of love and adequate image of death. The love pictured must be on the ideal plane, and touch therefore the farthest limit of strength in each of its 10
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three directions. The sensual must be emphasised to give it firm root and basis, the emotional to impart to it life, the spiritual to prolong it into infinite permanence. And if at their limits of extension the three meet and harmonise, if they are not triple but triune, then is that love a perfect love and the picture of it a perfect picture. (Ibid) So we have  Savitri, probably the one long epic of twentieth century that is studied throughout the world today, memorised, recited and taught  in  innumerable  academic  and  non-academic  institutions.

Meditating  upon  terms  like   taponvita   and   dhyana   yoga   paraayana used  by  Vyasa,  Sri Aurobindo  presents  Savitri  as  a  great   tapaswini engaged  in  yoga.  At  the  same  time,  he  presents  the  same  Vyasa’s Savitri,  the  ideal  wife  and  daughter-in-law,  the  Princess  of  Madra remaining perfectly at home in the bare forest hermitage. This is how we see her at the beginning of the “Book of Yoga”; No change was in her beautiful motions seen; A worshipped empress all once vied to serve,

She made herself the diligent, serf of all,

Nor spared the labour of broom and jar and well, Or close gentle tending or to heap the fire

Of altar and kitchen, no slight task allowed

To others that her woman’s strength might do.

In all ha- acts a strange divinity shone:

Into a simplest movement she could bring

A oneness with earth’s glowing robe of light, A lifting up of common acts by love.

paricārairguṇaiścaiva praśrayeṇa damena ca |

sarvakāmakriyābhiśca sarveṣāṃ tuṣṭimādadhe ||19||

śvaśrūṃ śarīrasatkāraiḥ sarvairācchādanādibhiḥ |

śvaśuraṃ devasatkārairvācaḥ saṃyamanena ca ||20||

tathaiva priyavādena naipuṇena śamena ca |

rahaścaivopacāreṇa bhartāraṃ paryatoṣayat ||21||( Vyasa’s Savitri: 26) The  Savitri  tale  has  been  a  great  inspiration  for  poets  all  over India.  Toru  Dutt  and  Kumaran  Asan  may  be  mentioned  in  this connection. Sri Aurobindo does not use the Savitri-Satyavan myth as a mere allegory. He has brought his own yogic experiences and the experiences  in  spiritual  living  communicated  by  the  Mother  of  the The Same Perfect  Savitri
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Ashram  to  effect  transformations  in  the  tale.  According  to  him  the characters who are inspired from the mythic cycle in the Vedas and the Upakhyana of Vyasa are actually “incarnations or emanations of living and conscious Forces with whom we can enter into concrete touch and they take human bodies in order to help man and show him the way from his mortal state to a divine consciousness and immortal life.”

(CWSA 33: Author’s Note) This is the reason which makes us study the epic poem as imaging the Supramental Manifestation that has been recorded as a firm possibility by Sri Aurobindo.

Let  us  then  attempt  a  reading  of  the  phrase  “supramental consciousness.” A firm possibility, certainly, but Sri Aurobindo refused to be tied down to any definition of the actuality of the state, since that would limit Supermind itself. He was not allowed much peace in this regard and he spoke often like an incorrigible Krishna playing his flute in the Brindavan forests swaying the cowherd boys to laughter and seriousness by turns. Laughter there was a plenty as he interacted with his disciples. Here is a doggerel encouraging the budding poet in Nirodbaran: You are opening, opening, opening

Into a wider, wider scopening

That fills me with a sudden hopening

That I may carry you in spite of gropening

Your soul into the supramental ropening.

( Correspondence with Sri Aurobindo  Vol 1: 493) However, the Supermind was a very serious proposition and Sri Aurobindo suffered from no self-doubt in this regard. According to him the Supramental Consciousness was a transformatory power that is between the upper hemisphere of Sat, Chit, Ananda and the lower hemisphere of mind, life and body. Can this power be defined?

Is there a calculus that can help us arrive at a concept? Sri Aurobindo says  his  is  a  revealed  experience  regarding  the  existence  of  the Supermind and he has remained focused to it:

The supramental is not grand, aloof, cold and austere; it is not something opposed to or inconsistent with a full vital and physical manifestation; on the contrary, it carries in it the only possibility of the full fullness of the vital force and the physical life on earth.

12
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It is because it is so, because it was so revealed to me and for no other reason that I have followed after it and persevered till I came into contact with it and was able to draw down some power of it and its influence. I am concerned with the earth, not with worlds beyond for their own sake; it is a terrestrial realisation that I seek and not a flight to distant summits. All other yogas regard this life as an illusion or a passing phase; the supramental yoga alone regards it as a thing created by the Divine for a progressive manifestation and takes the fulfilment of the life and the body for its object. The supramental is simply the Truth-Consciousness and what it brings in its descent is the full truth of life, the full truth of consciousness in Matter. (CWSA 29: 482-483) Is  this  but  a  dream  and  no  more?  But  where  faith  reigns,  there sojourns  the  Divine.  I  believe  in  Sri Aurobindo  and  what  he  stands for to bring forth a future humanity based on the life divine. It is very important  for  applied  Vedanta  that  we  should  avoid  doubting  our own existence. If I am because I think, I live because I have faith. A Mahaviswasa in the vision of the Acharya helps clean the cobwebs in one’s mind regarding one’s existence. I believe in Sri Aurobindo and accept his word in his great little book,  The Mother: “The supramental change is a thing decreed and inevitable in the evolution of the earth-consciousness; for its upward ascent is not ended and mind is not its last summit.” (CWSA 32: 26) Sri Aurobindo also said that “the question is as to the when and the  how.  That  also  is  decided  and  predestined  from  somewhere above;  but  it  is  here  being  fought  out  amid  a  rather  grim  clash  of conflicting  forces.”  ( The Integral Yoga: Sri Aurobindo’s Teaching and Method of Practice: 74) All that is asked of us is to create favourable circumstances for its happening at the earliest. How early is again a question that has no place in the agenda of Mahaviswasa. Nor need we worry about limning the supramental personality. There is no need to doubt that the Supramental Principle when established upon earth will “evolve its own forms and powers in the terrestrial order.”(Ibid) There may not be a total change immediately but then there is sure to be a lesser amount of “the Asuro-Rakshaso-Pishachic prakriti which now holds so large a place would more and more recede and lose its The Same Perfect  Savitri
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power.” (Ibid) Sri Aurobindo suggests no miraculous cures, and this is very important to me, so even in the solid mandala of Mahaviswasa, there is enough pragmatism for me to hold on to when he images the Supramental Principle upon earth:

A principle of greater unity, harmony and light would emerge everywhere.  It  is  not  that  the  creation  in  the  Ignorance  would be altogether abolished, but it would begin to lose much of its elements of pain and falsehood and would be more a progression from lesser to higher Truth, from a lesser to a higher harmony, from  a  lesser  to  a  higher  Light,  than  the  reign  of  chaos  and struggle,  of  darkness  and  error  that  we  now  perceive.  For according to all occult teaching the evolutionary creation could have been such but for the intervention of the Powers of Darkness — all traditions including that of the Veda and Upanishads point under different figures to the same thing. (Ibid) How does one create a favourable condition? How can one chase away  the  Powers  of  Darkness?  The  avenues  are  explored  in   Savitri.

The entry into spiritual life marks an entry into the circle of light from the chaotic conditions in material life. But this step is only a first step and  is  yet  far  away  from  touching  the  Supramental.  Sri Aurobindo tells us gently that we should not nurture ambitions for gaining the Supramental. It will come, he says: “it should be regarded as a natural end  of  the  sadhana  which  will  come  of  itself”.  (CWSA  30:  406)  A physical and external change is very much in the extended Promise but that is possible only through the Supramental Principle and that can  come  to  work  only  under  auspicious  circumstances.  And  when if comes, it will not mean immortality in the sense of our mental world, “to live in the Divine and have the divine consciousness is itself immortality.” (CWSA 28: 314) Meanwhile what is the spiritual dawn and the greater Supramental dawn in  Savitri?

All of it is Savitri. “Savitri is the Divine Word, daughter of the Sun, goddess of the supreme Truth who comes down and is born to save.”

Savitri in the epic is the heroic girl-wife of the immortal legend; she is also our Universal Mother who incarnates and bears with infinite patience  and  immaculate  strength  the  trials  and  tribulations  of mortality to posit a victory over Death. The key to understanding the 14
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working of the supramental principle lies in the image of Savitri. Vyasa had embedded a few bright hints in his  Upakhyana. She is the Madran Princess who glows brilliant like aflame ( jvalanteemiva thejasaa) which inspired Sri Aurobindo to title two cantos of Book Four as “The Birth and Childhood of the Flame” and “The Growth of the Flame”. Vyasa says: sāvitryā prītayā dattā sāvitryā hutayā hyapi |

sāvitrītyeva nāmāsyāścakrurviprāstathā pitā ||24||

sā vigrahavatīva śrīrvyavardhata nṛpātmajā |

kālena cāpi sā kanyā yauvanasthā babhūva ha ||25||

tāṃ sumadhyāṃ pṛthuśroṇīṃ pratimāṃ kāñcanīmiva |

prāpteyaṃ devakanyeti dṛṣṭvā saṃmenire janāḥ ||26||

tāṃ tu padmapalāśākṣīṃ jvalantīmiva tejasā |

na kaścid varayāmāsa tejasā prativāritaḥ ||27|| ( Vyasa’s Savitri: 6) Given as she was by Savitri, who was pleased by Savitri-oblations, the father and the wise ones named her too Savitri.

The Princess grew like the goddess Fortune herself incarnate, fair and beautiful; then, in course of time she entered into youthful maidenhood. With large hips and a slender waist graceful as she was, like a golden statue, people beholding her believed that some heavenly damsel had descended amidst them. Her eyes were like full-blown lotuses and she seemed in her beauty to be flaming with splendour, indeed, warded off by that fiery brilliance, no one approached her asking for her hand. (Translated by R.Y. Deshpande) Sri Aurobindo has many inspired descriptions of Savitri that bring out her brilliance in varied ways as a commentary on Vyasa’s phrases: Near to earth’s wideness, intimate with heaven, Exalted and swift her young large-visioned spirit Voyaging through worlds of splendour and of calm Overflew the ways of Thought to unborn tilings.

Ardent was her self-poised unstumbling will;

Her mind, a sea of white sincerity,

Passionate in flow, had not one turbid wave...(14-15) At once she was the stillness and the word,

A continent of self-diffusing peace,

An ocean of untrembling virgin fire;

The strength, the silence of the gods were here. (16) Indeed this is a significant point about Savitri. She does not speak
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much in the epic. Is this then a clue towards gaining spiritual strength, the first step in the sadhana? When Savitri does speak, the utterances are those of a goddess, a Mahasaraswati. When Satyavan meets her for the first time, he gives a rapturous, lengthy welcome. Savitri replies simply: “I am Savitri,

Princess of Madra. Who art thou? What name

Musical on earth expresses thee to men?”

Later on, there is tremendous calm when she assures her parents and Rishi Narad about her choice:

“Mid Shalwa’s giant hills and brooding woods

In his thatched hermitage Dyumatsena dwells,

Blind, exiled, outcast, once a mighty king.

The son of Dyumatsena, Satyavan,

I have met on the wild forest’s lonely verge.

My father, I have chosen. This is done.” (Ibid: 424) When  her  mother  tries  to  persuade  her  to  change,  Savitri spontaneously says: “Once my heart chose and chooses not again.”

The Vyasa’s  Savitri again:

dīrghāyurathavālpāyuḥ saguṇo nirguṇopi vā |

sakṛd vṛto mayā bhartā na dvitīyaṃ vṛṇomyahama ||27||

( Vyasa’s Savitri:19)

May he be of a short life or a long life, with virtuous qualities or else without them; I have chosen him as my husband and I shall choose not again. (Translated by R.Y. Deshpande) Whether it is Vyasa’s Savitri or the Savitri of Sri Aurobindo’s epic, she is always brief, she is firm, she uses the simplest words to convey her resolve. When Dyumatsena persuades her to give up the very difficult tri-rattra vrata she had undertaken, Vyasa’s  Savitri speaks in such a way as to calm the worries of her father-in-law who has lost his eyesight: na kāryastāta santāpaḥ pārayiṣyāmyahaṃ vratam |

vyavasāyakṛtaṃ hīdaṃ vyavasāyaśca kāraṇam ||6|| ( Vyasa’s Savitri:30) Be not disturbed about it please; I shall be able to carry the vow  without  blame;  only  a  firm  resolve  makes  it  go  through successfully and I have initiated it with that resolve.(Translated by R.Y. Deshpande) The very difficult  tri-rattra vrata of the legend is transformed into the highly significant “Book of Yoga” in the epic. We watch Savitri’s
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journey in the inner countries of the mind, her meeting the Mothers of Sorrow, Might and Light and her gaining universal consciousness.

All of this strengthens her mind and infuses the power of the Divine Mother into Savitri’s being. We have a sheer poetic description of the state of universal consciousness attained by her: She burned in the passion and splendour of the rose, She was the red heart of the passion-flower, The dream-white of the lotus in its pool.

Out of subconscient life she climbed to mind, She was thought and the passion of the world’s heart, She was the godhead hid in the heart of man,

She was the climbing of his soul to God... (557) However,  the  change  within  does  not  effect  any  difference  in  her approach to life. Sri Aurobindo indicates that the sadhana should go on strengthening the spirit within and it is marvellous how it is with Savitri: To all she was the same perfect Savitri: A greatness and a sweetness and a light

Poured out from her upon her little world.

Life showed to all the same familiar face,

Her acts followed the old unaltered round,

She spoke the words that she was wont to speak And did the things that she had always done.

However, when she spoke, no one could fail to be charmed by the way she uttered her thoughts, and since they were firmly based on Dharma, no one could fail to be overwhelmed by the Truth-Consciousness  she  radiated.  For  instance,  whenever  Vyasa’s  Savitri speaks to Yama he is very much pleased and gives her a boon. Finally she says: santo hi satyena nayanti sūryaṃ

santo bhūmiṃ tapasā dhārayanti |

santo gatirbhūtabhavyasya rājan

satāṃ madhye nāvasīdanti santaḥ ||48|| ( Vyasa’s Savitri: 54) By the Truth the saints lead the sun; by askesis the saints uphold the earth; the past, present and future find their refuge in the saints, King. Noble persons in the midst of the saints have never any grief. (Translated by R.Y, Deshpande) The Same Perfect  Savitri
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There must have been Truth-Consciousness that was in the utterance of the syllables by Savitri that Yama exclaims: yathā yathā bhāṣasi dharmasaṃhitaṃ

manonukūlaṃ supadaṃ mahārthavat |

tathā tathā me tvayi bhaktiruttamā

varaṃ vṛṇīṣvāpratimaṃ pativrate ||51|| ( Vyasa’s Savitri:56) O devoted and chaste lady, the more in well-adorned verses, full of great significance and agreeable to perception, you speak of the noble things conformable to the dharma, the more does my excellent devotion for you increase; therefore, choose yet another but an appropriate boon from me. (Ibid) It is this Savitri that we see in the epic also till we move with her in eternal night after the death in the forest. The Savitri-Yama  samvaada in the Upakhyana has been recast by Sri Aurobindo as a confrontation between Savitri and Death. The argument between the two is verbally rich  but  then  these  are  not  words  uttered  by  a  mortal  voice.  “Two spirits  strove;  Silence  battled  with  silence,  vast  with  vast”.  It  is,  of course, an eloquent silence. Death reasons, cajoles, insinuates, taunts, tempts, mocks, flatters. But Savitri’s words are hammer blows: O Death, who reasonest, I reason not, Reason that scans and breaks, but cannot build Or builds in vain because she doubts her work.

I am, I love, I see, I act, I will. (594)

If Savitri’s consciousness walks through the night and the double twilight unscathed, it is equally poised in the higher principle when the  Supreme  offers  her  shoreless  joy  in  everlasting  day.  The  only difference is that now she talks on behalf of Satyavan (and perhaps all the aspirants of the world) as well: In vain thou temptst with solitary bliss

Two spirits saved out of a suffering world;

My soul and his indissolubly linked

In the one task for which our lives were born.

To raise the world to God in deathless Light, To bring God down to the world on earth we came, To change the earthly life to life divine. (692) It then becomes obvious that this is how the higher principle (call it the Supramental Principle, if you will) works. For the present, mankind 18
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must aspire for perfection within the present form. “The same perfect Savitri” is the inspiring image for us to reach the desired perfection.

Indian culture has varied religions and spiritual quests and we have been helped by the Itihasas and the Puranas to get accustomed to several  adhyatmic ideas. One such is the universal mother taking an individual form and a human image. The Divine Mother has come as Savitri and so here is beauty and grace, strength and silence. Yet, it is the same perfect Savitri everywhere! The Mahalakshmi of Aswapati’s palace,  saa vigrahavateeva sri  seen through an enlightened and loving father’s eyes: A deathless meaning filled her mortal limbs;

As in a golden vase’s poignant line

They seemed to carry the rhythmic sob of bliss Of earth’s mute adoration towards heaven

Released in beauty’s cry of living form

Towards the perfection of eternal things. (373) The Maheshwari intent in meditation,  dhyana yoga paraayana, achieving a  trikaldrishti  as it were: A seeing will pondered between the brows;

Thoughts, glistening Angels, stood behind the brain In flashing armour, folding hands of prayer,

And poured heaven’s rays into the earthly form.

Imaginations flamed up from her breast,

Unearthly beauty, touches of surpassing joy

And plans of miracle, dreams of delight... (539) We also see the Mahakali in action when Death is burnt up by her cosmic fire, as the Sun of Supramental Light and Will-Power descent into the Ajna Chakra, the centre between the eyes.

Her forehead’s span vaulted the Omniscient’s gaze Her eyes were two stars that watched the universe.

The Power that from her being’s summit reigned, The Presence chambered in lotus secrecy,

Came down and held the centre in her brow

Where the mind’s Lord in his control-room sits...

His darkness muttered perishing in her blaze. (667) These images from Tantra are perfectly valid in the confrontation with  Death  indicating  that  the  self-discipline  of  Poorna  Yoga  can
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conquer  Time,  annihilate  Death  and  transform  earthly  humanity.

Already Savitri’s yoga has been etched in terms of the rising Kundalini by Sri Aurobindo’s masterly English style:

A flaming serpent rose released from sleep.

It rose billowing its coils and stood erect

And climbing mightily stormily on its way

It touched her centres with its flaming mouth: As if a fiery kiss had broken their sleep,

They bloomed and laughed surcharged with light and bliss; Then at the crown it joined the Eternal’s space.

In the flower of the head, in the flower of Matter’s base, In each divine stronghold and Nature-knot

It held together the mystic stream which joins The viewless summits with the unseen depths,

The string of forts that make the frail defence Safeguarding us against the enormous world,

Our lines of self-expression in its Vast. (528) But, it is the Mahapremi aspect that is emphasised by Sri Aurobindo in the way Savitri looks after Satyavan as they return to the earth.: The immense remoteness of her trance had passed; Human she was once more, earth’s Savitri, Yet felt in her illimitable change...

But soon she leaned down over her loved to call His mind back to her with her travelling touch On his closed eyelids; settled was her still look Of strong delight, not yearning now, but large With limitless joy or sovereign last content, Pure, passionate with the passion of the gods. (715-716) The Epilogue, the closing lines of  Savitri are a marvellous tractatus on love. To Satyavan full of feverish anxiety, she speaks soft words of assurance: “Our parting was the dream; We are together, we live, O

Satyavan”. Their life had opened to divinity and the triune love - not the mere sensual, nor the mere emotional nor the mere spiritual - had been achieved;

Our love has grown greater by that mighty touch And learned its heavenly significance,

Yet nothing is lost of mortal love’s delight.

Heaven’s touch fulfils but cancels not our earth
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I am the Madran, I am Savitri.

All that I was before, I am to thee still. (719) Her message again to the sages of the Ashram is a palimpsest of the next step in transformation of human lives. It is an answer to those who wish to know the manner in which our lives will be lived when the decreed and inevitable change occurs: Awakened to the meaning of my heart

That to feel love and oneness is to live

And this the magic of our golden change,

Is all the truth I know or seek, O sage.(724) That is all we need to know at the present stage of evolution. The epic  Savitri is the reality. The heroine is “the same perfect Savitri”. The Supramental Principle has already achieved this marvellous poem in this tense time and its influence is spreading round the globe. If such a promising dawn is here, can the greater dawn be far behind?

Night shall awake to the anthem of the stars, The days become a happy pilgrim march.

Our will a force of the Eternal’s power,

And thought the rays of a spiritual sun.

A few shall see what none yet understands;

God shall grow up while the wise men talk and sleep; For man shall not know the coming till its hour And belief shall be not till the work is done. (55) Works Cited
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III 

Savitri and Satyavan: A Dual Power of God

Dr Madhumita Dutta

To explore and know about the nature of the relationship between Savitri and Satyavan and how they are two powers of the world movement and cosmic movement, we need to explore and analyse it in the light of Sri Aurobindo’s epic and his philosophy of transformation and evolution. We may begin with what Sri Aurobindo says in the note preluding  his  epic  poem.  And  then  we  may  try  to  comprehend  the meaning of the Godhead, the Absolute, that Para-Brahman, to see how Savitri and Satyavan function as its dual power, or  is  its dual power.

Sri Aurobindo reads into the Mahabharata  upakhyan  of conjugal love, the symbolism of the Vedic myths and writes:

Satyavan is the soul carrying the divine truth of being within itself, but descended into the grip of death and ignorance. Savitri is the Divine Word, daughter of the sun, Goddess of the Supreme Truth, who comes down and is born to save. (CWSA 33: Author’s Note) This explanation by Sri Aurobindo announces the unique relationship of Savitri and Satyavan, which has multiple meanings and interpretations at the mythological, philosophical and spiritual levels.

As we delve deeper into the legend, we realise that on no account is the Savitri-Satyavan relationship ordinary or without purpose, either in  Sri Aurobindo’s  poem  or  in  the  original   Mahabharata  story.  The power that works itself out through the Savitri-Satyavan relationship points to more significant issues of life and death and works to aid the evolutionary effort of the earth in a purposefully creative way. It is part of the cosmic process of involution-evolution, the separation from the Divine and the reunion. That is the central focus of this relationship.

Savitri and Satyavan are not mere names; they are symbolic figures, behind which are concealed the cosmic relation of the Creator with the manifested creation.

We may briefly explain the term Creator or God. It’s wrong to say that  we  will  ‘define’  it  because  we  cannot  do  so.  Nor  can  we  even explain it in mental terms. We may begin by trying to comprehend
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and understand a little of what is meant by the Unknown and the absolute quantity we call God. It is, we can say, the One Reality, the ultimate,  omnipresent  Reality.  It  is  one  single  Truth,  one  indivisible entity, having two aspects of the Being and the Becoming. The silence and the dynamism, the passivity and activity, are parts or poises of the same comprehensive Consciousness which sustains the universe.

It is vast and boundless, and self-existent. It is indivisible Existence-Knowledge-Bliss, the Absolute, which probably covers a very minor part of what we are trying to define. We are an aspect and feature of the world movement, which is part of that reality beyond space and time. But for its play in the terrestrial field, it bisects into mainly two powers and organises itself in myriad ways for its  Lila. Pure existence is a fact of Being, and world existence with its multiplicity is a fact of Becoming.  These  are  two  fundamental  facts  of  consciousness  —  a double fact, a dual power as we experience it in human life on earth.

As Sri Aurobindo says, “there is one Lord and Self, and the many are only His representations and becomings” (CWSA 21: 36). To these two representatives, from time to time in different philosophical systems, in other races and cultures, in different milieus, we have been giving other names. Sometimes we share this dual power the names  purusha and   prakriti, Shiva and Shivani, Ram and Sita, Soul and Nature, or Savitri and Satyavan. For enacting the divine  Lila, they have to work in conjunction. In Sri Aurobindo’s poem, Savitri says: For I, the woman, am the force of God, He the Eternal’s delegate soul in man. (633)

The Supreme Absolute presents itself in two aspects, each necessary to the other. They explain each other. There is a seeming duality of  Prakriti and  purusha for world activity and existence, but fundamentally, it is a biune power in intimate oneness. Sri Aurobindo explains this in  The Life Divine: In  the  Person  Aspect,  a  dual  person  emerges,  Ishwara-Shakti,  the mystery of the masculine and feminine cosmic principles whose play and interaction are necessary for all creation. In the superconscient truth of the Self-Existence, these two are fused and implied in each other, one and indistinguishable, but in the spiritual-pragmatic truth 24
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of the dynamism of the universe, they emerge and become active... as a dual principle. (CWSA 21: 356)

Let us further analyse what Savitri-Satyavan, who become the dual power in an epoch of time, symbolises in their relationship. Now, there are many stories about the Creator and the manifested creation. The Puranic tales record the story of Brahma and the separation of his powers, due to which his lustre diminishes. It is an obvious metaphor for the fragmentation of consciousness, which the Mother also talks about. Because of the successive fragmentation, the original Power, Light and Bliss are lost at the lowest, most mundane level of material existence.  Then  the  task  required  is  their  reunion,  the  union  again of the Lord and His Shakti. At one level, the meeting and union of Savitri and Satyavan symbolise this divine task. It is the wedding of the eternal Lord and His consort. As Sri Aurobindo writes in  Savitri: The wedding of the eternal Lord and Spouse Took place again on earth in human form: (411) It is not one episode, It is not a final union occurring only once, it is an eternal process, an eternal  yagna going on through time. It is a  continual  meeting,  a  continual  separation,  and  that  is  the  divine play  of  the  Creator.  Sri Aurobindo  has  said  that  the   purusha and prakriti  aspects  always  go  together:  “whatever  status  Nature  or Consciousness-Force in action assumes, manifests or develops, there is a corresponding status of the Spirit’ (CWSA 21: 350).

It  is  a  dual  power,  and  we  have  to  “admit  both  Shiva  and  Kali and seek to know what is this measureless Movement in Time and Space about that timeless and spaceless pure Existence...” (Ibid: 86).

The point is that if we know one only, we know only half the story; we have to know them together, that is, as a dual power. We have to  admit  the  reality  of  both.  To  explore  the  meaning  and  symbolic significance of the role of Savitri and Satyavan as the dual power of God deeply, we must find the significance of the apocalyptic moment of their ‘meeting’ on the terrestrial plane, of which Sri Aurobindo has given an account in sublime and joyful notes of poetry, which delight our senses and soul. And mystics over the world, through time, have talked, experienced and written about this kind of union, the divine marriage  or  the  mystic  union.  For  instance,  in  one  of  his  romantic Savitri and Satyavan: A Dual Power of God 25

numbers, Rabindranath Tagore, the great poet, talks of the epiphanic moment of the lovers’ meeting, calling it the  mahalagna. And he sings: Dekha hoye chhilo, tomake, amake, 

Ki jani ki mahalagane... 

Translated it means: ‘God knows at which supreme auspicious moment  we  two  had  met...’  That   mahalagna  that  significantly  great moment is not only of the meeting, not only of love at first sight, but it is the eternalised moment of a recognition of the relationship that was and the separation that is, and it is a reconfirmation of the divine relationship of the Lover and Beloved, of the Two who are always One.

They are the dual power, and Sri Aurobindo writes about them in  Savitri:

...all is their play:

The Two who are one are the secret of all power, The Two who are one are the might and right in things. (63) Their  moment  of  meeting,  their  moment  of  recognition,  is  a gestating  moment,  which  would  eventually  create  in  Time  a  new Space and a new species, which shall be fundamentally different from man as he is today. The conjoined power of Savitri and Satyavan shall accomplish this evolutionary task. As Savitri says, they are: Two fires that burn toward the parent Sun, Two rays that travel to the original Light. (720) We may say Savitri is the ‘Active’ aspect of the Supreme Brahman born to raise and uplift man to higher consciousness, and Satyavan is the ‘Passive’ aspect of the same who wants and is waiting and aspiring to  rise  to  the  higher  consciousness.  Satyavan,  at  another  level  of interpretation, is the mental being that evolved almost to perfection but cannot go beyond that. He too, is aware of the final goal of life, but to reach that he needs the power, force and grace of Savitri. Savitri and Satyavan are thus delegates of God — the evolving soul and the World Mother. And this has been their relationship of yore, an eternal coexistence. As Savitri herself says: For we were man and woman from the first,

The twin souls born from one undying fire. (614) This  dual  power  has  been  working  and  acting  together  through eternity, under different names and personas, and in different eras of terrestrial time. As the Gita also declares:
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Know  purusha and  prakriti to be both Eternal, without beginning.

(13.20)

To consider the role and persona of Savitri and Satyavan, let us go back a little and look at the circumstances and significance of the birth of Savitri. What is her mission here on earth? In Sri Aurobindo’s words, it is to make:

...dumb Matter conscious of its God...

She keeps her will that hopes to divinise clay...

Always she drives the soul to new attempt...

Plants heaven’s delight in the heart’s passionate mire, (354) But all this she cannot achieve alone. She has to wait for the other half  of  herself,  for  her  twin  power,  to  accomplish  this  mission.  It  is through him and with him, that she will weave the old tale of death anew. And this is no ordinary task to be performed by any ordinary being. The Supreme has to incarnate for this. In this context, Savitri’s birth and character assumes great significance. Sri Aurobindo writes: Once more that Will put on an earthly shape...

Outlined by the pressure of this new descent.

A lovelier body formed than Earth had known. (354) Evidently, it is the supreme Creatrix who will take birth; it is the God who will descend. So, the moment of Savitri’s birth is as significant as its purpose. She was born in springtime, when All Nature was at beauty’s festival.

In this high signal moment of the gods

Answering earth’s yearning and her cry for bliss, A greatness from our other countries came. (352-353) Thus, all nature revels and is eager for the birth of the Saviour. It is a significant moment in the earth consciousness, like the birth of a Krishna or a Christ, who are born at earth’s auspicious moments, or rather, they make those moments auspicious. So after incarnating in a human body, Savitri: Lived guarded in her spirit’s luminous cell,

Alone mid men in her diviner kind...

Her nature dwelt in a strong, separate air

Harmoniously, she impressed the earth with heaven. (355) Sri Aurobindo thus makes us aware of the aura of divinity that Savitri
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carries around her. Her common days are spent in earth’s intimacies, yet is her spirit keeping the stature of the gods: The Power within her shaped her moulding sense In deeper figures than our surface types...

Her springing childlike thoughts were richly turned Into luminous patterns of her soul’s deep truth...

With a greater nature she was one. (356-357)

We are aware of the Presence of someone who is more than a mere mortal. Sri Aurobindo further describes the phenomenon that Savitri was in these words:

The body that held this greatness seemed almost An image made of heaven’s transparent light. (358) If such is the radiance, the power, the splendour, what man can stand up to it, what mortal can equal or match it? Sri Aurobindo says:

“None  could  stand  up  her  equal  and  her  mate”  (365).  Savitri  lived alone amidst her own greatness. She was:

A glory unapproachably divine.

No equal heart came close to join her heart.

No transient earthly love assailed her calm,

No hero passion had the strength to seize,

No eyes demanded her replying eyes, (367)

Yet,  the  mission  for  which  she  has  taken  this  birth  has  to  be accomplished,  and  it  cannot  be  accomplished  alone.  Savitri  has  to find her soul mate, her divine partner, who will enact with her the cosmic play for us, who will join her in her supreme task of restoring immortality to man and rescuing him from the death-bound laws. As her father Aswapati tells her: Perhaps the heavens guard thee for some great soul, Thy fate, thy work are kept somewhere afar.

Thy spirit came not down a star alone. (374)

This is one of the key sentences on which rests the meaning of this

‘dual  power’.  Aswapati  has  realised  that  along  with  Savitri,  another power of equal measure has descended. She cannot do whatever she has been missioned to do all alone. She has come down along with another star of her equal measure. And yes, every time there is an incarnation or an  avatar takes birth, it is a dual power that descends.

Twin souls are brought into the same orbit of Time and Space. It has
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been so from ancient times up  to  modern  times;  we  see  the  same phenomenon. Thus Savitri waits for the right time, the ripe hour, and the perfect being. And all this while:

Her hours were a ritual in a Timeless fane.

Her acts became gestures of sacrifice. (360)

After  dwelling  for  long  and  apart  in  herself,  the  call  came  to  the quest.  Aswapati,  after  his  visitations  in  the  occult  realms,  comes  to perceive the significance of Savitri’s birth and tells her: Depart where love and destiny call your charm.

Venture through the deep world to find thy mate. (374) Savitri goes in search of her mate and her quest ends in the Shalwa woods, near the residence of Satyavan. And then: Love in the wilderness met Savitri. (391)

What  a  compelling  line!  In  a  sentence  with  utter  simplicity  and bare style, and yet with the rich potential of the spiritual-scriptural, Sri Aurobindo announces the birth of Divine Love on mortal planes. In this symbolically significant moment:

Here first she met on the uncertain earth

The one for whom her heart had come so far. (393) This journey cannot be measured in earthly miles or hours. It is not that Savitri has just travelled from her father’s kingdom to the Shalwa woods; it is travel in cosmic time. And the distance to be measured is between heaven and earth. So, love enters Savitri’s soul. Yet this is not the lovers’ first or even the last meeting. This drama is enacted and unfolds continually; it has an eternal occurrence. Savitri and Satyavan’s meeting on the terrestrial plane is a recurrence, one of the many, that has taken place and binds them again anew in a powerful relationship.

Sri Aurobindo says:

All was a part of old forgotten selves...

She seemed to her remembering witness soul

To trace again a journey often made. (337)

What does this meeting entail in the cosmic scheme? Let us ponder a bit on the persona of Satyavan. The Mahabharata legend describes Satyavan  as  ‘intelligent,  bright,  shining  like  the  sun,  munificent, bounteous, beautiful, soft-natured, radiant, steadfast, counsellor of  truth  and  established  in  Brahmanhood.’  In  his  own  narration, Sri Aurobindo takes this cue from Vyasa and builds the character of Savitri and Satyavan: A Dual Power of God 29

Satyavan along much the same lines. Satyavan’s dwelling in the forest had already made of him “A foster child of beauty and solitude” (393), and  he  grew  in  divine  communion  with  nature  —  a  rare  privilege.

Sri Aurobindo describes Satyavan in these glowing terms: Erect and lofty like a spear of God

His figure led the splendour of the morn...

Freedom’s imperious beauty curved his limbs,

The joy of life was on his open face.

His look was a wide daybreak of the gods,

His head was a youthful Rishi’s touched with light, His body was a lover’s and a king’s. (393)

All virtues, all good qualities of the body and spirit seem to have condensed in the form of Satyavan. How else could he have attracted one like Savitri? For when Savitri saw him, it was as if:

...the God touched in time, her conscious soul.

Her vision settled, caught, and all was changed. (395) It was then that Savitri awakens to the mighty Presence in herself.

When she meets Satyavan, she recollects all her past, recognises both her self and Satyavan’s, and discovers the meaning and purpose of their birth, meeting and union anew. Sri Aurobindo says: Her fathomless soul looked out at him from her eyes...

This word alone she uttered, and said all:

“O Satyavan, I have heard thee and I know;

I know that thou and only thou art he.” (409) In this is the recognition of a kindred soul, of a oneness of being. And Satyavan too recognises and discovers in this apocalyptic moment of Love the meaning and purpose of his entire life. He confesses: For now I know that all I lived and was Moved towards this moment of my heart’s rebirth I look back on the meaning of myself,

A soul made ready on Earth’s soil for thee. (406) It  is  the  recognition  of  a  relation  made  far  back  in  time.  Savitri perceives the Eternal in the heart of Time, the Infinite in the bosom of the finite. Sri Aurobindo says:

As the mortal wakes into Eternity,

As the finite opens to the Infinite.

Thus were they in each other lost awhile. (410)
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This  rediscovery  of  each  other  plays  out  its  significance  at  the individual level of the myth, and also at the metaphysical and symbolical  levels.  It  is  an  intense  unity  of  soul  with  soul,  mind with  mind,  life  with  life.  The  necessity  of  this  relationship  can  be comprehended  when  interpreted  at  the  highest  spiritual  and symbolical levels. In Sri Aurobindo’s scheme, merging into the Divine and finding bliss in union is not the final aim. Savitri and Satyavan, keeping their own identities, must yet unitedly and with their powers in  unison,  complete  a  divine  task.  Their  union  must  lead  to  a  new creation, signalling the beginning of a new age. In the Savitri-Satyavan relationship, Sri Aurobindo reads the philosophy of the future evolution of earth and man, and writes: In a new act of the drama of the world

The united Two began a greater age. (411)

But this can be only when Savitri and Satyavan have cleared their path  of  progress  of  all  obstacles.  For,  after  their  meeting  and  the wedding of their souls, they are beset with a dire difficulty, a supreme obstacle, which they must confront and conquer before they can advance  to  victory.  This  is  the  barrier  of  Death,  the  great  obstacle to  mankind’s  transformation.  Thus,  in  his  reworking  of  the  Savitri legend, Sri Aurobindo projects Satyavan as a symbol of the soul of mankind, which though in the grip of Death, cannot die. It has to be retrieved from Death. And so time and again, the dual power works to effectuate immortality in the life of the earth. And time and again Savitri and Satyavan have to take birth and defeat the Law of Death.

Savitri has to establish the  dharma, the law of Truth against the law of Death, and retrieve the immortal soul of Satyavan in this mortal world.

Therefore, Savitri’s repeated arguments and challenges with the God of Death, to return Satyavan to the world of the living, are charged with a high mission. This mission is spelt out by Savitri: To lead man’s soul towards truth and God we are born, To draw the chequered scheme of mortal life Into some semblance of the immortal’s plan,

To shape it closer to an image of God

A little nearer to the idea divine. (720)

If this is the work, if this is their mission, it is evident that the work is yet incomplete. The work on earth is yet unfinished. For aeons the
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attempt is on, but alone, Savitri cannot fulfil this mission. She needs her  twin  power,  together  with  whom  she  shall  work  out  the  divine future of the earth. And she asks and reminds herself: Are there not still a million fights to wage?...

Are there not still unnumbered chants to weave? (687) As long as there are fights to wage and chants to weave, the dual power has to work on the terrestrial plane. And it is with the sword —

the sword of Truth, the sword of Love, of which the hilt and the blade are Savitri and Satyavan, that Death shall be defeated. That is how the dual power shall be successful in conquering mortality. Sri Aurobindo metaphorically defines this power in these poetic words: Thy fine- curved jewelled hilt called Savitri, Thy blades exultant smile name Satyavan. (687) Their work however, does not revolve around individual victory or defeat. As Savitri tells the God of Death: O Death, not for my heart’s sweet poignancy

Nor for my happy body’s bliss alone

I have claimed from thee the living Satyavan, But for his work and mine, our sacred charge. (633) This sacred charge is the most difficult task of divinising the earth, of  transforming  mankind.  Sri Aurobindo  raises  the  level  of  the legend to a cosmic scale. Savitri and Satyavan become symbolically representative  figures,  newly  enacting  an  ancient  drama.  It  is imperative in Sri Aurobindo’s philosophy of Integralism that a total and radical transformation take place. This is what the dual powers which have incarnated as Savitri and Satyavan have come to achieve.

Savitri spells out the mission of this dual power in these words: My soul and his indissolubly linked

In the one task for which our lives were born, To raise the world to God in deathless Light, To bring God down to the world on earth we came, To change the earthly life to live divine. (692) In fact, this was the philosophy and spiritual mission of Sri Aurobindo  and  the  Mother.  Savitri  stands  for  the  Spirit’s  power and truth, and the salvation of the world and man is worked out through the divine relationship of the immortal and the mortal, who work here as the dual power of God. It is a relationship of necessity, 32
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eternal, and occurring in every cycle of evolution. In fact, every time a  Yogi  has  found  his  immortality,  it  has  been  due  to  and  through the confluence of two powers, which work always in conjunction —

aspiration  and  will-power  conjoined  with  the  descending  Grace.  If Satyavan is the aspiring soul, then it is through the Divine Shakti, the Divine Mother, that he shall realise the highest status of his being. And we see how Satyavan surrenders all his life, death, and body to this divine Power, and that Force willingly leads him. Sri Aurobindo says that our ascension to the higher planes, to the supreme nature, can only  be  done  by  the  Supreme  Shakti,  taking  up  our  mentality  and transforming it into her supramental. Thus, Savitri and Satyavan are archetypical  figures  that  return  at  every  cosmic  crisis  and  resurrect as powers that must perform the evolutionary task of liberating and saving the earth and salvaging man from his wretched condition.

On another symbolic level, Satyavan and Savitri represent the awakening of the inconscient and an act in which the superconscient and inconscient fill with the supreme Sachchidananda. It is a merging into the One on the spiritual level while yet retaining the sense of the ‘Two in One’ at the most material level, keeping the material world from collapsing into a blissful ‘ laya’ or extinction. For it is here, on the material plane, that the battle has to be fought and won; it is here that the dual power of Savitri and Satyavan must usher in the new age, the Everlasting Day. As Savitri recounts and says to Satyavan: Our bodies need each other in the same last...

All that I was before, I am to thee still,

Close comrade of thy thoughts and hopes and toils...

I am thy kingdom even as thou art mine,

The sovereign and the slave of thy desire,

...thou art my world. (719-720)

These are not just the words of a lover to her beloved; these are words  explaining  and  defining  a  mystical  union.  What  a  deep  and profound spiritual philosophy is embedded in these words! They inform us of an eternal meeting, an eternal union. We see how the sense of I and Thou is retained, and that reinforces the concept of the dual power of a single entity. In the course of her debate with Death, Savitri defines and explains the necessity and nature of this Power, when she says to the God of Death: Savitri and Satyavan: A Dual Power of God 33

Give back the other self my nature asks.

Thy spaces need him not to help their joy;

Earth needs his beautiful spirit made by thee. (686) It is evident that it is a dual power that is going to act upon the terrestrial  plane,  which  at  the  highest  level  is  one  and  indivisible, because at the transcendental level, the dual terms, the phenomenal entities are transcended. To carry on the evolutionary task, this power is needed here on earth. And this is to be regarded as a manifestation of the Reality and not to be taken as any kind of illusion. It is a much needed power for the terrestrial plane, because evolution is still going on, it has not reached the last stage. And this power helps perhaps in the realisation of all the possibilities of the Supreme Absolute in its mutable Becoming. We can say that it is the manifestation of the glory of the Divinity. As Savitri tells the God of Death, that if she returns to earth without Satyavan, earth will suffer. But Savitri has chosen to share earth’s struggle and fate. Finally Death, after being transformed, grants her the boon and gives back to her the living Satyavan with these prophetic words of hope for the future and the fulfilment of their mission: Descend to life with him thy heart desires...

I sent you forth of old beneath the stars,

A dual power of God in an ignorant world,

In a hedged creation shut from limitless self, Bringing down God to the insentient globe,

Lifting earth- beings to immortality. (702)

This dual power shall deliver the first-born of the new ‘supernal race’ and transform the terrestrial conditions so that the earth may be touched by the Supreme. The Godhead assumes the two forms of the Conscious-Soul (Purusha) and Nature-Soul (Prakriti) in order to enjoy its own bliss, to sport in its own delight, and also to lead man to his high destiny. Sri Aurobindo wrote in  The Life Divine: To  lose  forth  and  enjoy  this  infinite  movement  and  variation of its self-delight is the object of its extensive or creative play of Force. (CWSA 21: 92) The  delight  of  Being  seeks  to  realise  itself  as  the  delight  of
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Becoming, and that is why the dual power is needed. Thus Satyavan (Soul of the World) and Savitri (the Incarnate Word) are: Two-souled, two-bodied for the joys of Time. (721) It is as much for the sheer bliss of self-creation and self-representation as for the evolutionary purpose that the dual power of the Supreme Absolute works here on earth. It is the communion of Shiva and Shakti everywhere. It is the communion of the male and female  every  time.  This  is  the  relationship  of  Savitri  and  Satyavan, the symbolic meaning of the dual power. It is a relationship divine, eternal, impelled by cosmic necessities. It finds its last fulfilment in the transformed and divinised earth when: The incarnate dual Power shall open God’s door, Eternal Supermind touch earthly Time. (705)
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IV

Savitri and Satyavan: A Divine Relationship Loretta Shartsis

Sri Aurobindo’s epic poem  Savitri is a priceless treasure. When we read  Savitri, we receive the gifts of the Spirit. Sri Aurobindo wrote it on many levels. Each time we read it, we receive new teaching and more consciousness. We open it and start to read it, and we find something beautiful, mystic and transforming. Then we open it again, to the same place, and lo and behold, another priceless treasure emerges from the same words we read before. We read a little further on and more wonderful gifts come to us. We can read on and reread again and again and each time Sri Aurobindo gives us more spiritual gifts of consciousness, wisdom, love and light.

The story of the divine relationship of Savitri and Satyavan in  Savitri is the story of the Divine relationship between man and woman. It is filled with priceless treasures for the reader. It brings us many stories in one. At first glance, we see a heart-warming story of love: the story of a young girl, Savitri, a beautiful princess who journeys through the kingdom searching for that special man who will be her husband. She finds  Satyavan,  a  handsome  prince  living  in  the  deep  forest.  When they see each other it takes only one look to know that they belong together. After they speak with one another for a while, he offers her his hand in marriage and she accepts him. They embrace, and their beings unite in love. Savitri has found her husband and they marry for a lifetime of love.

In  his  “Author’s  Note”  at  the  beginning  of   Savitri,  Sri Aurobindo tells us that the characters in  Savitri are incarnations or emanations of living and conscious Forces. He says they take human bodies in order to help man and to show him the way to divine consciousness and immortal life, and we can enter into concrete touch with them.

Therefore, the story of the divine relationship between Savitri and Satyavan shows us divinity that can help us. It also shows us that we too, can have a divine relationship.

When we read about Savitri’s journey to find her husband, we also
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discover the story of the truth of divine destiny which is part of every divine relationship. The title of the first Canto of Book V, “The Book of Love”, is titled “The Destined Meeting Place”. The first lines are words of fate, telling us:

But now the destined spot and hour were close; Unknowing she had neared her nameless goal.

For though a dress of blind and devious chance Is laid upon the work of all-wise Fate,

Our acts interpret an omniscient Force

That dwells in the compelling stuff of things, And nothing happens in the cosmic play

But at its time and in its foreseen place. (389) Although  Savitri  does  not  know  when  she  will  find  her  destined mate, Sri Aurobindo tells us that her soul is guiding her and it gives her  the  sense  of  a  divine  destiny  on  her  journey.  Her  soul  has  the memories of her past lives. Savitri is also guided by her higher self above her, which has the consciousness of the Divine.

Even her motion’s purpose was not new:

Traveller to a prefigured high event,

She seemed to her remembering witness soul

To trace a journey often made...

Upon her silent heights she was aware

Of a calm presence seated above her brows

Who saw the goal and chose each fateful curve; It used the body for its pedestal;

The eyes that wandered were its searchlight fires, The hands that held the reins were its living tools; All was the working of an ancient plan,

A way proposed by an unerring Guide...

Driven from within she followed her long road, (377-78) As we begin Canto 2 in Book V, “The Book of Love”, we learn that the day on which Savitri met Satyavan was a destined day of fate that she never forgot. This was the first day of an entirely new and destined life for Savitri, the life and the work for which she was born. Sri Aurobindo writes: All she remembered on this day of fate...

Here first she met on the uncertain earth

The one for whom her heart had come so far... (392-93) In the nameless light of two approaching eyes,
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A swift and fated turning of her days

Appeared and stretched to a gleam of unknown worlds. (395-96) As the story of Savitri’s and Satyavan’s meeting unfolds, we come upon another spiritual treasure, the gift of learning about a beautiful aspect of the eternal soul: the fact that we have an eternal soul-mate. Another divine aspect of Savitri’s and Satyavan’s relationship is  that  they  are  eternal  soul-mates,  twin  souls,  brought  forth  from the Supreme by the Divine Mother. This relationship reflects the first subtle  manifestation  of  world  energy  brought  by  the  divine  Force that moves everything in the creation. It shows us the real power of Savitri’s and Satyavan’s divine relationship.

In Book II, “The Book of the Traveller of the Worlds”, Savitri’s father, King Aswapati, enters the World-Soul in search of the Divine Mother. Just before he sees her for the first time, he sees the deathless Two-in-One which she has brought forth from the Unknowable. Sri Aurobindo writes: Approaching through a stillness dumb and calm To the source of all things human and divine.

There he beheld in their mighty union’s poise The figure of the deathless Two-in-One,

A single being in two bodies clasped,

A diarchy of two united souls,

Seated absorbed in deep creative joy;

Their trance of bliss sustained the mobile world. (295) The story of Savitri’s destined meeting with Satyavan in the forest glade is the story of two eternal soul-mates who find each other again in this life after having been together in many previous lifetimes. It is something that has happened many times before, “a journey often made”.  When  Savitri  first  sees  Satyavan,  she  recognises  him  as  her eternal mate. Sri Aurobindo writes: For suddenly her heart looked out at him,

The passionate seeing used thought cannot match, And knew one closer than its own close strings...

Her inner vision still remembering knew

A forehead that wore the crown of all her past, Two eyes her constant and eternal stars,

Comrade and sovereign eyes that claimed her soul, Lids known through many lives, large frames of love. (395-96)
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Sri Aurobindo explains this eternally beautiful divine relationship, and he tells us how Savitri and Satyavan recognise each other.

On the dumb bosom of this oblivious globe

Although as unknown beings we seem to meet,

Our lives are not aliens nor as strangers join Moved to each other by a causeless force.

The soul can recognise its answering soul

Across dividing time and on life’s roads

Absorbed wrapped traveller, turning it recovers Familiar splendours in an unknown face...

These knew each other though in forms thus strange.

Although to sight unknown, though life and mind Had altered to hold a new significance,

These bodies summed the drift of numberless births, And the spirit to the spirit was the same. (397-99) Satyavan declares his soul’s knowledge of Savitri by telling her: Even a brief nearness has reshaped my life.

For now I know that all I lived and was

Moved towards this moment of my heart’s rebirth; I look back on the meaning of myself,

A soul made ready on earth’s soil for thee. (406) We receive more wisdom when Satyavan tells Savitri about himself and  his  life  and  his  sadhana.  This  is  the  teaching  about  the  divine relationship between couples when the relationship is not merely soul-based, but spiritual, and the woman is the man’s Shakti, the power for his life’s work. When Satyavan tells Savitri what she will bring to him, we see that he knows she is his Divine Shakti, another divine aspect of their relationship.

Before his retirement, during some of the evening talks he had with a few disciples, Sri Aurobindo spoke of the true spiritual relationship between a man and a woman. In November 1924, someone wrote a letter asking for Sri Aurobindo’s views on marriage. He spoke first of the psychic union. Sri Aurobindo uses the word “psychic” to mean the individual soul in most of his teachings. Then he spoke of the spiritual union. He said: There is a meeting together of the psychic of the man and of the woman — a union of soul to soul...
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In the higher life there are two types, two gradations of meeting of man and woman. One is the psychic union, the other is the spiritual...

For a psychically developed man to get a woman of the right type is rather difficult...

Even when the union of the psychic takes place between them, the other parts, the mental, the vital and the physical of one may clash with the other and the gain of the psychic being may be spoiled by this disharmony. But if the psychic being dominates in both then these difficulties may slowly clear up. The spiritual relationship  between  man  and  woman  is  the  most  difficult  to achieve. The man seeking the higher divine life, the seeker after Divine Consciousness and the Truth, — who is the Purusha, — if he meets the woman of the right type — the woman who is his Shakti — then his spiritual life, the life which he is to manifest, is enriched and becomes full. In this case also there is the psychic union between the two.

In the case of those who have the psychic union of the proper kind to start with, the spiritual union may gradually develop and manifest itself.

In the case of the spiritual union, the woman who is the Shakti must be really a Power — that is to say, a powerful personality who can receive the help from the Purusha in the proper way.

Each must be of real help to the other: this relation is the most difficult to attain. These difficulties come to the sadhak; to the Siddha, the perfected soul, there is no difficulty. He knows fully well what is to be manifested. If his Shakti is there he knows where she is and he will get her...

The Shakti is not necessary for the (Supramental) Yoga; without the  Shakti  full  knowledge,  consciousness,  power  and  Ananda can be attained. But if these elements are to be brought to and manifested in life then the Shakti is necessary. If there is no Shakti then he cannot bring down the knowledge, power, Ananda, etc.

that are in him into life. He can, in that case, only prepare the way for the work to be done at a future time. ( Evening Talks with Sri Aurobindo: 127-28)
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During an evening talk on 18 May 1926, Sri Aurobindo spoke of his own relationship with Mother, and said that Mother was his Shakti. He said: In my own case it was a necessary condition for the work I had to do. If I had to do my own transformation, or give a new Yoga, or a new ideal to a select few people who came in my personal contact, I could have done that without having any Shakti. But for the work that I had to do it was necessary that the two sides must come together. By the coming together of the Mother and myself certain conditions are created which make it easy for you (the sadhaks) to achieve the transformation. You can take advantage of those conditions. (Ibid: 337) Sri Aurobindo said that with the Mother’s help he covered ten years of sadhana in one year ( Remembering the Mother with Gratitude: 4).

Both Sri Aurobindo and Mother always said they had the same consciousness, and that they were one being in two bodies. This is the truth of having a soul-mate. In a letter of 1934, Sri Aurobindo wrote: The Mother’s consciousness and mine are the same, the one Divine Consciousness in two, because that is necessary for the  play.  Nothing  can  be  done  without  her  knowledge  and force, without her consciousness — if anybody really feels her consciousness, he should know that I am there behind it and if he feels me it is the same with hers. If a separation is made like that...

how can the Truth establish itself — from the Truth there is no such separation.” (CWSA 32: 79)

In 1933, someone wrote: “Is there any difference in your working and the Mother’s working — I mean any difference in the force or effectivity?” Sri Aurobindo answered: “No, it is a single Power” (Ibid).

Satyavan  expresses  this  divine  relationship  in  the  things  he  tells Savitri  about  himself.  He  is  a  serious  sadhak  and  a  perfected  man,  a Siddha, seeking for a way to bring his realisations and attainments into manifestation. We see that when he looks for the first time at Savitri, as Sri Aurobindo said, he knows fully well what is to be manifested. He knows that she is his Shakti and he does everything he can to get her.

We see both Satyavan the Sadhak and Satyavan the Siddha in the things
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he says. While Savitri becomes conscious of their past together, Satyavan becomes conscious of their future together. Sri Aurobindo writes: He met in her regard his future’s gaze...

This golden figure given to his grasp

Hid in its breast the key to all his aims,

A spell to bring the Immortal’s bliss on earth, To mate with heaven’s truth our mortal thought, To lift earth-hearts nearer the Eternal’s sun. (396-397) Satyavan  tells  Savitri  about  growing  up  in  the  deep  forest.  He describes how he became the sadhak, searching for the Divine. He tells her that he had a glimpse of the presence of the One in all, but he did not find the transcendent power in his physical body. He says that his spirit was saved, but his body was not yet conscious. Then he tells her how she will help him to the full realisation, and to attain his final goal of a physically conscious body. This is one of the final goals of Sri Aurobindo’s Yoga. He says: But thou hast come and all will surely change: I shall feel the World-Mother in thy golden limbs And hear her wisdom in thy sacred voice.

The child of the Void shall be reborn in God, My matter shall evade the Inconscient’s trance.

My body like my spirit shall be free.

It shall escape from death and Ignorance. (406) Satyavan tells Savitri that he searched for the full Truth but he could not live it. Now her coming has changed everything. She will help him to realize his highest aims, which are the highest aims of Sri Aurobindo’s Yoga.  Gold  is  the  colour  of  the  supramental  consciousness,  and Satyavan sees gold coming to him from Savitri. He says: I looked upon the world and missed the Self And when I found the Self, I lost the world,

My other selves I lost and the body of God,

The link of the finite with the Infinite,

The bridge between the appearance and the Truth, The mystic aim for which the world was made,

The human sense of Immortality.

But now the gold link comes to me with thy feet And His gold sun has shone on me from thy face. (407-08) As Satyavan gazes upon his eternal soul-mate for the first time in
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his life, he is not aware of their divine relationship from the past, but deep within himself, he recognises her. He tells her that her voice has awakened his heart to an unknown bliss, and more than earth speaks to him from her soul and when she looks at him. But Satyavan wants Savitri to be a mortal woman, not a divine being, so she can end her journey and come to be with him. As Sri Aurobindo said, he can feel that she has the power to be of real help to him. Even though they have been together for only a few moments, he does not hesitate to speak words of love and longing.

Satyavan  is  divinely  inspired.  In  his  very  first  speech  to  her,  he  is already speaking of marriage — a nuptial union. He describes the life they will have together, and he says:

Close is my father’s creepered hermitage...

There let me lead thee into an opulent life.

Bare, simple is the sylvan hermit-life;

Yet it is clad with the jewelry of earth.

Wild winds run — visitors midst the swaying tops, Through calm days heaven’s sentinels of peace Couched on a purple robe of sky above

Look down on a rich secrecy and hush

And the chambered nuptial waters chant within. (402) Savitri  does  not  have  to  say  very  much.  She  knows  it  all.  When Satyavan proposes to her, all she has to say is:

“O Satyavan, I have heard thee and I know;

I know that thou and only thou art he.” (409) As we read  Savitri, we begin to get a glimpse of the great teaching which contains all treasures when Satyavan tells Savitri of his aspirations for realisation of the Highest in his body and in his daily life; we learn the Truth of the Supreme, the All-Consciousness who is the unmanifest and the manifestation, and his Shakti, his power of creation and the creation  itself.  The  divine  relationship  of  love  between  Savitri  and Satyavan is the human expression of the Divine Love between the Supreme and the Supreme Shakti, the Divine Mother.

Sri Aurobindo describes this great Truth in “The Book of Beginnings”, Book I, Canto 4, “The Secret Knowledge”. The relationship between Savitri and Satyavan is a divine relationship on every level. Their union is the human reflection, on a daily basis, of the divine relationship Savitri and Satyavan: A Divine Relationship 43

between  the  Supreme  and  his  Shakti.  This  is  the  true  source  and the activity and the goal of the divine union of Savitri and Satyavan throughout their relationship.

The relationship between the Supreme and his Shakti is a key realisation  when  we  practice  Sri Aurobindo’s  Yoga.  Therefore  it  is something to realise for all who want to work for full consciousness.

The  explanation  of  the  secret  knowledge  is  in  the  yoga  of  Savitri’s father, King Aswapati.

In a letter on  Savitri,  Sri Aurobindo  explained  that  the  Yoga  of the  King  is  in  Cantos  3  and  5  in  Book  I.  The  Canto  of  “The  Secret Knowledge”  is  Canto  4  in  between  them  because  this  “secret knowledge” leads the King to his final yogic attainments in Canto 5.

This shows us how important it is. Canto 3 is “The Yoga of the Soul’s Release”.  In  his  letter,  Sri Aurobindo  called  it  a  psycho-spiritual transformation  (CWSA  27:  329).  This  is  the  first  major  achievement for us in our practice of Sri Aurobindo’s Yoga. It is the realisation of our  soul  and  the  formation  and  organisation  of  our  psychic  being around our soul. When we attain this, we attain soul consciousness.

Then  we  have  a  formed  psychic  being,  with  our  soul  as  its  centre.

Our consciousness dwells in our soul and we live and act from there, guided by our soul.

The second stage in the King’s yoga is in Canto 5, “The Yoga of the Spirit’s  Freedom  and  Greatness”.  Sri Aurobindo  called  it  a  greater spiritual  transformation  with  an  ascent  to  supreme  power  (Ibid).  In Sri Aurobindo’s Yoga the second major stage that we have to attain is  the  rising  of  consciousness  to  dwell  above  our  head,  above  our crown chakra, the thousand-petalled lotus, which is our opening to the higher planes. Then we also dwell in the wideness of the spiritual planes which are there above us and we freely receive from those higher planes. This changes us just as realising our soul and forming our  psychic  being  changes  us.  Thus  our  consciousness  comes  to reside in both places, in our heart and also above our head. When the King attains the second stage, he is no longer a limited individuality, working on himself for his own development. His developed being continues his Yoga as a universalised being, and his work is for the whole world.
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In order to understand its importance in the divine relationship of Savitri and Satyavan, and in our own relationships and our yoga practice,  we  have  some  of  the  things  Sri Aurobindo  wrote  about the secret knowledge in Book I, Canto IV. Sri Aurobindo tells us that everything is only the Supreme and his Shakti, his power of creation.

He writes:

This whole wide world is only he and she.

This is the knot that ties together the stars: The two who are one are the secret of all power, The two who are one are the might and right in things. (63) He speaks of the Supreme and explains how his Shakti, the Divine Mother came to be:

The Absolute, the Perfect, the Alone

Has called out of the silence his mute Force

Where she lay in the featureless and formless hush Guarding from Time by her immobile sleep

The ineffable puissance of his solitude. (67) The Supreme acts in our world as Himself for the Divine Mother to do her work for him. Sri Aurobindo writes:

All here where each thing seems its lonely self Are figures of the sole transcendent One:

Only by him they are, his breath is their life: An unseen Presence moulds the oblivious clay.

One came upon the dubious whirling globe

To hide from her pursuit in force and form...

He is the substance, he the self of things;

She has forged from him her works of skill and might: She wraps him in the magic of her moods

And makes of his myriad truths her countless dreams. (60-61) In  Indian  philosophy,  the  Supreme  Master  is  the  male  principle; he  is  embodied  in  men.  His  Shakti  is  the  female  principle  and  she is  embodied  in  women.  In  describing  the  relationship  between the Supreme and the Supreme Shakti, who is also called the Divine Mother, Sri Aurobindo shows us the essence of this Divine relationship, and we can understand that human love has its eternal form in the relationship between the Supreme and his Shakti. This is the essence of the Divine relationship between Savitri and Satyavan.
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The beautiful marriage of Savitri and Satyavan takes place when they meet for the first time. They go through some private and personal ceremony before they go through a traditional marriage ceremony.

Each culture has forms of marriage to bind together two people who will be husband and wife. There is a formal ceremony and the couple makes vows to each other in the presence of others. This helps them to  keep  those  vows  because  others  hear  them.  It  also  gives  their families and friends the opportunity to share this sacred moment in their lives. But the inner beings of the couple begin to unite before the formal marriage ceremony.

Sri Aurobindo  describes  the  true  sacred  marriage  union  when  he writes about how Satyavan and Savitri unite in their first meeting. In Savitri he describes it as all happening at once, but when there is a real marriage of two people, it can also happen over a longer period of time, as their inner beings continue to merge until they become one. This inner unity is the true marriage, the divine marriage. In the beautiful uniting of Savitri and Satyavan at their first meeting in this life, Sri Aurobindo shows us the divinity of the relationship between them. He also gives us the wisdom to understand ourselves and our own relationships.

Soon after they meet for the first time in this life, Satyavan proposes to Savitri and she accepts him. Then Savitri weaves a simple garland with the forest wildflowers. She places it on Satyavan’s bosom, and she bows to touch his feet in worship in the living expression of the truth that for her he is the embodiment and the living symbol of the Supreme, and her whole being belongs to him. Then Satyavan takes her  in  his  arms  as  the  living  expression  of  his  acceptance  of  all  of Savitri’s being as part of his own self; a living expression of the Divine Mother as part of the Supreme. Their union is for a lifetime of delight together in the essence of each other’s soul: the essence of a true divine relationship.

Our soul is our individual portion of the Highest, the All-Love which is  everything  and  by  which  everything  manifests.  Sri Aurobindo teaches that the essence of our soul is the Ananda aspect of the full Sat-Chit-Ananda consciousness, which is existence, consciousness and bliss. Our soul is all love and light and delight.
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Sri Aurobindo writes about the divine marriage union of Savitri and Satyavan in words used for souls becoming one with God. He speaks of mortality becoming eternal and the finite becoming infinite to show us the divinity in a true union between a man and a woman. Starting with Savitri, he writes: As if inclined before some gracious god

Who out of his mist of greatness shone

To fill with beauty his adorer’s hours,

She bowed and touched his feet with worshipping hands; She made her life his world for him to tread

And made her body the room of his delight,

Her beating heart a remembrancer of bliss.

He bent to her and took into his own

Their married yearning joined like folded hopes; As if a whole rich world suddenly possessed,

Wedded to all her had been became himself,

An inexhaustible joy made his alone,

He gathered all Savitri into his clasp.

Around her his embrace became the sign

Of a locked closeness through slow intimate years, A first sweet summary of delight to come,

One brevity intense of all long life.

In a wide moment of two souls that meet

She felt her being flow into him as in waves

A river pours into a mighty sea.

As when a soul is merging into God

To live in Him forever and know His joy,

Her consciousness grew aware of him alone

And all her separate self was lost in his.

As when a starry heaven encircles happy earth, He shut her into himself in a circle of bliss And shut the world into himself and her.

A boundless isolation made them one;

He was aware of her enveloping him

And let her penetrate his very soul

As is a world by the world’s spirit filled,

As the mortal wakes into Eternity,

As the finite opens to the Infinite. (410)

To further tell us that Savitri and Satyavan have the Divine
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relationship of the Supreme and the Supreme Shakti, and that this is the truth of the marriage union, Sri Aurobindo writes: The wedding of the eternal Lord and Spouse

Took place again on earth in human forms:

In a new act of the drama of the world

The united Two began a greater age...

Love’s twain had joined together and grew one.

The natural miracle was wrought once more:

In the immutable ideal world

One human moment was eternal made. (411)

There is another divine aspect of the relationship of Savitri and Satyavan, another priceless treasure of wisdom and Truth for all mankind. It is the Divine Mother’s purpose for taking birth as Savitri, the work she came to do for all humanity. Sri Aurobindo writes in one of his letters that “Savitri is represented in the poem as an incarnation of the Divine Mother” (CWSA 27: 276).

Savitri is the incarnation of the Supreme Shakti, Divine Mother who came to conquer Death for the soul of man. In his “Author’s Note”

at the beginning of  Savitri, Sri Aurobindo writes: “Satyavan is the soul carrying the divine truth within itself but descended into the grip of death and ignorance; Savitri is the Divine Word, daughter of the Sun, goddess of the supreme Truth who comes down and is born to save”.

After  a  year  of  marriage,  Satyavan  dies,  and  Savitri  has  to  conquer Death to bring him back to life. Savitri prepared herself to conquer Death in order to save her beloved husband and soul-mate, the soul in death and ignorance. She wants to bring him back to life so that both of them can continue to do their destined work in the world. Together they will go on serving the Divine’s highest purposes of the evolution of man’s consciousness into the Divine Consciousness. Sri Aurobindo teaches that we all have this destiny of divine service.

We get early indications of Savitri as the Divine Mother in Book I, Canto 1. Sri Aurobindo describes her as she awakens on the morning of Satyavan’s fated death. As part of his description he writes: In her there was the anguish of the gods

Imprisoned in our transient human mould,

The deathless conquered by the death of things...

To live with grief, to confront death on her road,
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The mortal’s lot became the Immortal’s share...

The godhead greater by a human fate. (6-8)

In Canto 2 we read about the magnitude and the difficulty of the Divine Mother’s great work as Savitri. Sri Aurobindo writes: For this she had accepted mortal breath;

To wrestle with the shadow she had come

And must confront the riddle of man’s birth

And life’s brief struggle in dumb Matter’s night.

To win or lose the godlike game for man,

Whether to bear with Ignorance and death

Or hew the ways of Immortality

Was her soul’s issue thrown with destiny’s dice...

A conscious frame was here, a self-born Force...

A work she had to do, a word to speak...

A force in her that toiled since the world was made, Accomplishing in life the great world-plan,

Pursuing after death immortal aims,

Repugned to admit frustration’s barren role,

Forfeit the meaning of her birth in Time,

Obey the government of the casual fact

Or yield her destiny up to passing Chance.

In her own self she found her high recourse;

She matched with the iron law her sovereign right; Her single will opposed the cosmic rule.

To stay the wheels of doom this greatness rose. (17-19) The  Divine  Mother  came  to  incarnate  as  Savitri  because  King Aswapati sought her help. He believed that mankind was not evolving fast enough. When he found her, he begged her to incarnate on earth to help mankind. He said: Mission to earth some living form of thee.

One moment fill with thy eternity,

Let thy infinity in one body live,

All-Knowledge wrap one mind in seas of light, All-Love throb single in one human heart...

Let a great word be spoken from the heights

And one great act unlock the doors of Fate. (345) The Divine Mother responded to his plea with a promise that there will  be  help  for  mankind  to  make  the  progress  beyond  its  present
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state  of  mortality  towards  immortality.  She  did  not  say  that  she, herself, will incarnate. This is revealed later. She said: O strong forerunner, I have heard thy cry.

One shall descend and break the iron Law,

Change Nature’s doom by the lone spirit’s power...

A seed shall be sown in Death’s tremendous hour, A branch of heaven transplant to human soil;

Nature shall overleap her mortal step;

Fate shall be changed by an unchanging will. (346) The Divine Mother is the Supreme’s Force for evolution down through  the  ages  of  the  earth’s  manifestation.  When  the  Divine Mother is born as King Aswapati’s daughter, Sri Aurobindo tells us: A spirit of its celestial source aware Translating heaven into a human shape

Descended into earth’s imperfect mould

And wept not fallen to mortality,

But looked on all with large and tranquil eyes.

One had returned anew from the transcendent planes And bore anew the load of mortal breath,

Who had striven of old with our darkness and our pain; She took again her divine unfinished task:

Survivor of death and the aeonic years,

Once more with her fathomless heart she fronted Time...

Again the mystic deep attempt began,

The daring wager of the cosmic game. (353)

Sri Aurobindo  tells  us  many  things  about  Savitri  as  the  Divine Mother and her destined work to conquer Death for man as he writes the  story  of  her  birth  and  her  growth  and  her  relationships  with people.  The  divine  sage  Narad  tells  Savitri’s  parents  about  it  when Savitri returns home to tell her parents that she has found her mate.

Then we hear of it in her married life with Satyavan, and again during Savitri’s Yoga to prepare herself to bring Satyavan back from death.

Savitri speaks of it in Book X when she tells Death who she is and who Satyavan is. She says:

“O Death, not for my heart’s sweet poignancy

Nor for my body’s happy bliss alone

Have I claimed from thee the living Satyavan, But for his work and mine, our sacred charge...
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For I, the woman, am the force of God,

He the eternal’s delegate soul in man.” (633) The most direct statements of Savitri’s incarnation as the Supreme Shakti, the Divine Mother, and her divine work are at the end of Book X, when Death challenges Savitri to reveal who she really is. Death says: Who then art thou hiding in human guise?

Thy voice carries the sound of infinity.

Knowledge is with thee, Truth speaks through thy words; The light of things beyond shines in thy eyes.

But where is thy strength to conquer Time and Death?

O human claimant to immortality,

Reveal thy power, lay bare thy spirit’s force, Then will I give back to thee Satyavan.

Or if the mighty Mother is with thee,

Show me her face that I may worship her;

Let deathless eyes look into the eyes of Death, An imperishable Force touching brute things

Transform earth’s dead into immortal life.

Then can thy dead return to thee and live. (663-664) This  is  the  culmination  of  Savitri’s  divine  work  to  conquer  Death.

When Savitri followed Satyavan and Death on Death’s dark path, her  actions  and  her  statements  were  all  to  bring  light  into  Death’s darkness. This darkness is in the thoughts and feelings and impulses of mankind today. These things lead man to death on a daily basis.

Each time Savitri defeated and vanquished another aspect of Death, it was with the wisdom, love and power of the Divine Mother. Now she will reveal herself completely. She knows exactly what Death is and she knows Death’s eternal source. She speaks both to Death’s present form and to his eternal truth. Through Savitri, the Divine Mother tells Death that he is her instrument and that he should remain her instrument for some time, but she commands Death to release Satyavan, so their divine  relationship  can  continue  in  divine  service  on  earth.  Almighty transformation comes upon Savitri. Sri Aurobindo writes: In a flaming moment of apocalypse The Incarnation thrust aside its veil.

A little figure in infinity

Yet stood and seemed the Eternal’s very house,
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As if the world’s centre was her very soul

And all wide space was but its outer robe...

Eternity looked into the eyes of Death

And Darkness saw God’s living Reality.

Then a Voice was heard that seemed the stillness’ self Or the low calm utterance of infinity

When it speaks to the silence in the heart of sleep...

“I hail thee, almighty and victorious Death,

Thou grandiose Darkness of the Infinite...

Thou art my shadow and my instrument...

Live Death awhile, be my instrument...

But now, O timeless Mightiness, stand aside

And leave the path of my incarnate Force.

Relieve the radiant God from thy black mask:

Release the soul of the world called Satyavan Freed from thy clutch of pain and ignorance

That he might stand master of life and fate,

Man’s representative in the house of God,

The mate of Wisdom and the spouse of Light,

The eternal bridegroom of the eternal bride”. (664-666) Death refuses. His will obeys the law of his own nature and he resists the  Divine  Mother’s  direct  command,  but  her  Divine  Will  prevails.

Death cannot endure her Light. His darkness perishes in light. He is defeated, and runs away, taking refuge in the retreating night. Then everything changes around Savitri and Satyavan. They are no longer in Death’s domain. They are in the abode of the Supreme and darkness is gone. They are in the splendour and bliss of God’s everlasting day.

Savitri looks at the Supreme, and she knows him as the one whom her soul had faced as Death and Night.

The Supreme offers to Savitri the opportunity to stay with Satyavan in his domain of everlasting bliss. But she chooses to do the Supreme’s work on earth. Savitri knows who the Supreme is, just as she knew who Death was. She also knows that she and Satyavan belong in the world together, doing their divine work. She says: “O besetter of man’s soul with life and death And the world’s pleasure and pain and Day and Night, Tempting his heart with the far lure of heaven, Testing his strength with the close touch of hell,
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I climb not to thy everlasting Day,

Even as I have shunned thy eternal Night.

To me who turn not from thy terrestrial Way,

Give back the other self my nature asks...

I know that I can lift man’s soul to God,

I know that he can bring the Immortal down.”(685-87) The Supreme says that earth-nature and man’s nature are not yet ready to rise. He tells Savitri to withdraw into her luminous self or to return to her original might as the World-Mother and the Eternal Bride of the Supreme. But Savitri wants to do the high task for which she and Satyavan took birth. She says: “In vain thou temptst with solitary bliss

Two spirits saved out of a suffering world;

My soul and his indissolubly linked

In the one task for which our lives were born, To raise the world to God in deathless Light, To bring God down to the world on earth we came, To change the earthly life to life divine.

I keep my will to save the world and man;” (692) We see the divine relationship of Savitri and Satyavan again when the Supreme agrees to send them back to earth to do their destined work  together.  The  Supreme  tells  Savitri  that  her  will  is  one  with his  Divine  Will.  Her  work  will  be  his  divine  work.  She  will  achieve everything because the Supreme will do his marvellous works in her and through her. Savitri begins this work by asking the Supreme to give her his peace, his calm, his oneness, his energy, his joy and his love for earth and men. The Supreme grants all of Savitri’s requests.

He sends both Savitri and Satyavan back to earth to live out their divine relationship, follow the path of their divine destiny, and do their divine work together. He says:

“O beautiful body of the incarnate Word,

Thy thoughts are mine, I have spoken with thy voice.

My will is thine, what thou hast chosen I choose: All thou hast asked I give to earth and men...

O Sun-Word, thou shalt raise the earth-soul to Light And bring down God into the lives of men;...

“Descend to life with him thy heart desires.” (698-702)
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The Supreme explains to Savitri and Satyavan that he made them and their destined work. He declares:

O Satyavan, O luminous Savitri,

I sent you forth of old beneath the stars,

A dual power of God in an ignorant world...

You are my Force at work to uplift earth’s fate, My self that moves up the immense incline

Between the extremes of the spirit’s night and day.

He is my soul that climbs from the nescient Night Through life and mind and supernature’s Vast

To my supernal light of Timelessness

And my eternity hid in moving Time

And my boundlessness cut by the curve of space. (702-703) Then the Supreme returns Savitri and Satyavan to earth. As Savitri sinks down through the heavens, she tenderly cradles the soul of her beloved Satyavan close to her heart. She awakens in the forest, lying under a tree, holding Satyavan, who is sleeping on her breast. When she awakens him, he tells her that he was travelling in strange worlds, and he was aware of her spirit pursuing him. He says that together they  disdained  the  gates  of  night  and  he  turned  away  from  the celestial’s joy and heaven because without her they were not enough for him.

This experience has made their relationship even more divine. Savitri tells her beloved:

“All now is changed, yet all is still the same.

Lo, we have looked upon the face of God,

Our life has opened with divinity.

We have borne identity with the Supreme

And known his meaning in our mortal lives.

Our love has grown greater by that mighty touch And learned its heavenly significance.

Yet nothing is lost of mortal love’s delight...” (719) Then the two eternal soul-mates embrace in the bliss of their divine oneness. Sri Aurobindo writes:

So for a while they stood entwined, their kiss And passion-tranced embrace a meeting point

In their comingling spirits one for ever,
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Two-souled, two-bodied for the joys of Time. (721) Savitri and Satyavan have returned to earth to fulfil their eternally joined divine destiny. They will serve the Divine all through their life together in the world. The divinity of their relationship will increase with all they do. It will become even more divine as they continue to evolve in immortal love; the divine purpose of evolution.
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Thematic Explorations

V

The Message of  Savitri

Dr Alok Pandey

This topic can be approached in many ways because  Savitri is infinity crammed into words. What I feel inspired to discuss is that each of the characters in  Savitri, if I may say so, conveys a message to us.

The very first character we are introduced to — I don’t like the word character but there is no other appropriate word — is that Savitri herself. The reason why Sri Aurobindo introduces us to Savitri in Book I, Canto I “The Symbol Dawn” is that Savitri herself is the symbol of dawn. It’s very interesting that if you take the meaning of the word savitra  as sun, it has many names. For instance, there is  marthand who appears like a warrior. He is a warrior and  marthand is the sun which is hidden inside the earth as it struggles to emerge. Marthand is a warrior battling with the night. He is the eighth son of Aditi who has been cast into the earth —  martand. Similarly, you have milder names for the sun — there are many different names.

One of the names of the sun is  savitra is the sun which is hidden in the darkness. You can’t see it, but it is there. We see Savitri being introduced to us right with the daybreak. She is the symbol of dawn and the first thing she conveys to us is that however dense, however, thick  the  night,  it  has  a  term  and  an  end.  The  night  is  not  our beginning nor our end, we came to her from a supernal light, by light we live and to the light, we go. We have come into the night. Why have we come into the night? That too  Savitri reveals to us.

Savitri the epic, the wonderful revelation that Sri Aurobindo has given to us, is not just a revelation, it also has an action in it. We have come to  the  night  to  colonise  matter’s  night.  We  have  brought  seeds  of immortality. We are those who have smuggled the godhead into this night to repatriate light, to repatriate immortality. We are undercover agents of the Divine and we are here to build immortality, light, truth, unity, freedom, and love in this realm of night and darkness.

Night  is  a  perfect  realm  for  this,  because  there  is  nothing;  it’s  a blank. You start from scratch; that is the advantage of the night. Of
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course, when you start something from scratch, then you have to go through the whole process. So Savitri brings hope. And what is that power that she brings which assures the victory of the light of truth?

That power is love. She is an embodiment of love. We have heard in the famous Upanishad:  satyameva jayate nanritam, the Truth wins over falsehood.

Satyam eva jayate nanritam satyena pantha vitato devayanah yenakramantyrishayo hyaptakama yatra tat satyasya paramam nidhanam. 

Truth conquers and not falsehood, by truth the path has been extended which the gods follow, by which sages attaining all their desire arrive where is that Supreme Abode of Truth. ( Sri Aurobindo Archives & Research Vol. 8 No. 1: 35) Sri Aurobindo is saying she is light, she is truth, but she is also the embodiment of love. Why is he bringing in love? Because we have this tendency — in fact, this is one of the things that death does — he  paints  an  image  of  truth  which  is  very  bare  and  harsh,  and  we call that reality. We may say of a person that he has not confronted reality. There is a tendency in the human mind to associate truth with something very bare, very hard. But that is not the truth. Truth has in its core a flaming love, all the intensities of love. Where Sri Aurobindo describes in  The Synthesis of Yoga the supramental intensities of love.

Normally, when we speak of Supermind we think of Truth. But there is in that Truth the core of Supramental Love. That love is the Divine Mother and that Divine Mother takes birth upon the earth as Savitri.

The third message that the persona of Savitri reveals to us is that we are not alone. Before  we have come, she  has come. Before  the elements have emerged, she was here. The first person we see in the epic is Savitri. Later we have come to the scene.

Man, still a child in Nature’s mighty hands,

In the succession of the moments lives;

To a changing present is his narrow right;

His memory stares back at a phantom past,

The future flees before him as he moves;

He sees imagined garments, not a face. (53)

What is that face which is hidden here? That face is Savitri. She is
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here. At one place the Mother says, it about Sri Aurobindo also — that since the time the earth has formed, I have never left her, whenever and wherever there was a possibility for the manifestation of a ray of the divine consciousness, she was there, she confirms. This changes the whole conception on which we build yoga till now. Before it was that you do the effort, and then the divine blesses you. You do the effort  and  the  Divine  reveals  you.  Yoga  is  done  by  man,  and  God grants,  Tathastu!  Here, it’s the other way around. Yoga is done by the Divine; man has to consent and collaborate. Man comes much later on the scene. It is through the silent power of yoga that out of this darkness so much has emerged. It is a labour of love. Where was the man when the stars were formed in space? Where was the man when life emerged out of rock and mineral and stone? Where was the man when the plants climbed up as abundant trees covering the face and body of the earth with green? Where was man when on those trees the birds started chirping and when the fishes inhabited the waters?

Where was man when out of the bird and beast the curious creature called monkey was born, and where was man when out of the monkey the first primitive caveman came into existence? Man is just now born.

The inspiration for doing yoga is given by the Divine.

Somebody asked me today itself, “Sir, how to know that we have a call for yoga?” Well, you feel drawn to yoga when the Divine has called you. It is the Divine who calls. Even we see in the story of Bhagavad that it is Krishna who plays the flute and then the  gopis go rushing. As Sri Aurobindo says, “He who chooses the Infinite has been chosen by the Infinite” (CWSA 23: 53) Savitri has come, and she brings us this great profound truth that we  are  not  alone,  that  the  Divine  does  not  govern  his  kingdom  in absentia.  He  takes  human  birth;  this  is  the  story  of  Avatar.  This  is something  very  beautiful.  The  two  great  stories  that  we  have  of Avatars which are written in great detail — there are other stories of all the  Dasavatars — are the Ramayana and the Mahabharata. Why are these stories written? We normally talk about the Divine as high up  above  the  sky.  “Our  father  who  art  in  heaven.”  There  is  always nirvikaro nirahankara,   it  is  very  difficult.  When  we  have  the  Divine embodied upon earth, then there is beauty, there is love, and there The Message of  Savitri
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is  a  delight  in  the  journey.  And  Savitri  is  the  story  of  the  Divine becoming human but beautifully human. Up till now, all the stories of  the  Avatars  had  the  masculine  elements.  What  does  Rama  do?

Rama says, “I’m going to fight; come with me.” If Sita was the leader in Ramayana, it would have been a very different story. Once when Rama is destroying all the rakshasas in  Dandakaranya, he says, “it’s my mission”. Sita  mata encounters all those other rakshasas and the ladies who are crying. She goes and asks Rama, “why are you doing this?” He says, “this is my mission”. She says, the mission is okay, but you know, for every rakshasa you are destroying you’re also making the women unhappy and full of pain. She says, destroy those who are worthy of being destroyed, who are ransacking the earth, but try first that they change. After that Rama takes it so much to heart that even when  mata Sita is taken by Ravana, he first tries all other means to get her back. The same thing, you see in the story of  Bhagavad.  It is Krishna, though Krishna is none else but Kali taking a form which is masculine. But the feminine energy in all the stories of the  Dasavatars is kept in the background. For the first time now we see the feminine leading in the front. And that’s what we see in the story of Mother and Sri Aurobindo: that he brought Mother to the forefront and he stepped behind.

We see Savitri bringing this message: I am here; your mother, the Divine Mother, the mother of creation is here. I take human birth, I lead mankind if man wants to be led. This is what we see right in the beginning. And who is she? What does she bring? When we read her description, she brings above all the power of love.

What is the difference between  satyameva jayate and  premameva jayate?  There’s a passage where the Mother describes the power of purity. Truth in all its bareness is purity. It takes away every sham. You can’t put up a show before Truth. All disguises will fall because by their very nature disguises cannot stay in front of Truth. We see this in the Unknowable. It is the power of purity, the ultimate purity. We are told that the power of purity dissolves in order to transform. What it does is, if you hold something before the pure flame, it will just melt away everything  that  is  false.  In  the  end,  what  is  left  behind  is  the  nude soul. But what is the power of love? The power of love is that which 60
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transforms without dissolving. That’s why she embodies love. This is the difference between the bare truth —  satyameva jayate — and that truth which is at the core of truth itself, and that is love.

We see here the power of love which transforms. All this is there right in the very first few pages. When we are introduced to Savitri what does she do? How does the Divine act? There is a hint of that.

The Divine comes to take upon the burden of humanity. Up till now, we  are  told,  “it’s  not  the  Divine’s  fault”.  We  have  heard  so  many convincing stories where we are told it’s not God’s fault. Whatever evil is there, it is because of man. It is man who is the problem creator.

Well, who created man? Man didn’t create himself. Here we see for the first time the Divine taking full responsibility for the creation. The Creator is taking responsibility and saying, “All came back to her: Earth and Love and Doom, / The ancient disputants, encircled her” (9). It is not a new story, it is happening from age to age. There is dissolution, there is a new creation, all the time — after creation, then pralaya. But not this time; she has come to transform. There is a change of plan. It seems, or we can say, that all the six cycles of creation and destruction were a preparation for this moment, and this moment is the story of progressive manifestation, of transformation, of no more dissolution.

This is what Savitri brings. There are many other aspects, to the Divine Mother, but these are the main ones.

Next is Satyavan. Who is Satyavan? He is a portion of the Lord. In the epic, it is the Supreme Lord himself who has become Satyavan. But all of us contain something of Him within us. Satyavan is the human soul which carries the truth, but the truth is covered with a lot of dust.

It’s like if you ask where are diamonds found and somebody shows a patch of earth and says diamonds are found here. Satyavan is one who does something which we are asked to do. What does he do?

He knows he is not an ordinary human being. He is the soul which has reached a point where it wants to bridge earth and heaven. The human soul’s purpose is not to attain moksha for the sake of moksha.

The  purpose  of  the  human  soul  is  to  link  heaven  and  earth.  That’s what we see in Savitri. When Satyavan meets Savitri, what does he say?  He  says,  “I  looked  upon  the  world  and  missed  the  Self  /  And when I found the Self, I lost the world” (407). When we think of God, The Message of  Savitri
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then nothing else matters, and when we are back in the world, then we lose contact with the Divine.

He says, you Savitri have given me the key to this problem. Why does this happen? Because there is a separation between God and the world which is there in our consciousness. At one place the Mother says, the biggest falsehood is to dig an abyss between creation and the  Lord,  between  matter  and  spirit.  This  gulf  remains  and  we  see death  constantly  echoing  it.  Because  of  this  gulf,  which  is  largely within our mind, we have over a period of time — millions of years or at least millenniums, we have developed a tendency to separate and say this is God, this is the world. As a result, we respond like that.

Oh! this is worldly, this is otherworldly. And then depending on our leanings, we go this way or that way. But our real work is that always we are seeking that reconciling key. That is why the soul comes again and again because it is meant to bridge that gulf. So, who is the gold link? Satyavan says it is Savitri, the Divine Mother.

The Mother was asked, ‘Mother, what do we have to do?’ It’s a very difficult yoga, just reading  The Life Divine is a lifetime process, forget about doing, practicing all that Sri Aurobindo has written. When you talk about the yoga of the cells, we don’t even know what a cell is.

How are we to do it?’ The Mother said, ‘but who is asking you to do it?

Hasn’t he told you to leave it to me. I’m here to do it. My body is here for the work of transformation’. ‘But Mother, what do we have to do?’

‘Open yourself to me.’

That itself is not easy, given that presently we are open to hundred one things except the Divine. Just open to the Divine Mother. Simply by taking the name. Everybody knows in this yoga that one of the things most important, one method that the Mother has given, is to do  japa of a name. But just try it, it’s so difficult. Sometimes it is not only difficult, but there are people who have strange reactions, like in homoeopathy. Somebody was advised to take the Mother’s name.

He had a serious problem. After two weeks the person said ‘this is very difficult’. ‘Why?’ ‘The moment I take Mother’s name, my whole body starts burning and until I stop taking the name it just doesn’t stop burning.’ It’s a most powerful thing.

This is what Satyavan reveals to us. The secret is to, as he says near
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the end of the poem, “Lay all on her, she is the cause of all” (723).

He  does  the  surrender  in  the  beginning,  he  does  the  surrender  in the end and he does the surrender on the way. It is not as easy as it  seems,  because  this  surrender  is  not  a  tamasic  surrender;  it  is  a dynamic active surrender. After Satyavan gives himself to Savitri, she goes all the way to death with him and brings him back. Just as Savitri is steadfast in her will, Satyavan is also steadfast in his surrender to the  Divine  Mother.  This  is  the  message  that  Satyavan  gives.  We  all carry within us that truth, we are vehicles of truth, but we do not know where is it to be found because we are lost in the forest of ignorance.

But we don’t have to worry because she is here. The beauty of Savitri and Satyavan is that we don’t have to search for the Divine Mother, the Divine Mother searches and finds us. The story is so beautiful, she comes all the way. One may be at the farthest end of the earth. In fact, When Narad asks Savitri where she has been, he says she appears to be returning from some heavenly world. One may be at the other end of the world; one may be in a concentration camp. One may be anywhere at all, but the Divine recognises when the soul is ready and she will come. But when she comes, you have to respond. That’s what Satyavan does. This is the message that Satyavan gives us.

Then  there  is  the  message  of  the  parents  of  Satyavan  and  the parents of Savitri. What is the message that the father of Satyavan gives us? The father of Satyavan is Dyumatsena. He’s a king but a king who has lost his kingdom and lost his sight. He represents the mind, and the message he gives us is that however accomplished you may be with the mind, the mind is blind. It doesn’t know anything. How will it regain sight? Again, by Grace. It doesn’t even know how to regain its sight. The mind is blind and though it comes from the Divine it has lost its glory, its celestial sight. There are great things of which the mind is capable, but they are lost to us.

The  father  of  Savitri  also  gives  us  the  same  message  but  with a difference. Aswapati tells us that yes, the mind is limited, but it is not all that our tireless climb can reach. There is within us a power of Tapasya. Aswapati is the lord of the shining hosts, the lord of tapasya.

Aswapati tells us that there is a possibility that we can ascend from the limiting human mind to a point where the mind’s limiting firmament
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ceases. There, “All the grey inhibitions were torn off” (25); “All Time is one body, Space a single look” (660). There is a possibility, but it requires the power of tapasya. But who can do the yoga of Aswapati?

That’s why Sri Aurobindo doesn’t describe how Aswapati does the yoga. All that it says is that “Sometimes the inexpressible Mystery /

Elects a human vessel of descent” (47). He is the representative, the chosen one who opens the way. But what does he do? He also reaches the same point, the same truth. He says, by the power of tapasya you can rise very high, but he is unable to achieve that for mankind. He finds that collective salvation or emancipation of mankind can only be done by the Divine Mother. So all roads lead to Her, the divine grace. She is the mystery of divine grace and divine love. Aswapati is the leader of the human march, and he comes to tell us that if man engages in tapasya, he can bring the down highest grace.

Sometimes I have encountered people who want to achieve realisation purely through tapasya. They think, Sri Aurobindo did it, so we can all do it. So I tell them, Sri Aurobindo silenced his mind in three days; you may take three hundred hours to silence it for three minutes. I know of a person who all his life had engaged in yoga, he was 85 at the time. Somebody asked him about his yoga, and he said I have tried all my life to silence the mind, but I can barely do it for a few seconds. It was a very honest statement. When I heard it, I found it very strange, because my experience was that the Divine Mother’s grace can do it in few moments.

Aswapati’s yoga ends with the grace of the Divine Mother. A certain degree of preparation is required to receive the grace. That’s what Aswapati  represents.  Aswapati  prepares  us  to  receive  the  Divine Mother’s grace.

At one point the Mother tells Sri Aurobindo, ‘things are ready, when will they manifest?’ She wanted his sanction. He says, ‘the world is not ready’. What does it mean? Aswapati has to make the world ready and it is only when there is a certain degree of readiness that the grace can descend. So effort and grace are not exclusive to each other. Effort makes us ready to receive the grace. Otherwise, if the grace comes down and you are not ready, it’s a tremendous power that comes so what may happen to a human being we can imagine. There is needed 64
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a preparation through effort, and there is the grace. They go together.

But Mother said very beautifully that at the end you realise that you were made to do the effort by the grace, it was supporting your effort, inspiring  you  to  do  it.  That  is  the  law  of  evolution,  and  this  is  the message that Aswapati and Dyumatsena give us.

What  about  Aswapati’s  wife,  the  queen?  She  represents  a  sattvic woman. She is illumined in her own right, like a righteous person, but she cannot understand the play of the Divine. She says, “why do we have to suffer?” When people raise such questions, sometimes they are in a state of great readiness. We should not just think that they are ignorant. Some people when they are confronted with such existential enigmas of life, are ready to make a leap into the spiritual. She says, what kind of a creator is he? Why has he created this world? Why has he left us to suffer with so very little strength? Why out of our own choice do we walk into Hell’s trap? She says, there is already enough maladies for man, but on top of it man also chooses to walk into the trap  of  hell.  Then  she  says,  “An  idiot  hour  destroys  what  centuries made”  (440)  She  says,  sometimes  human  beings  have  strived  for centuries to create something and then one person comes along and destroys the whole edifice. She asks “why is it all and wherefore are we here?” (441). Especially if we are told that nirvana is the goal, then why was it necessary to have all this drama, this pain, this suffering?

She represents the human being in ignorance, but not the ordinary ignorance, a sattvic ignorance.

There  are  three  forms  of  ignorance.  First  there  is  the  tamasic ignorance. That type of person doesn’t care about God, he cares only for his pound of flesh. If you tell him, if you go to this god, he will give you hundred  swarna mudra,  he will go there. But if somebody says, this other god gives thousand  swarna mudras, he’ll go there. So even when he goes to God, he goes for what he can get from god for himself. Sri Aurobindo says very interestingly that the asura may be very religious and may even do tapasya but ultimately their cult is egoism. The rajasic man is not ready for the Divine, he has to go through life experiences first relying on his ego. But there is a kind of humanity which Sri Krishna speaks of as the deva type — a sattvic type of person who engages with life and enjoys life but also has some The Message of  Savitri
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higher ideals. But a time comes when all these ideals seem to smash to  the  ground.  The  person  lives  by  ideals,  he  wants  his  family  and everything to be fine. She represents that kind of a high noble type of humanity, which is ready for God, but it doesn’t yet understand the play of the Divine. They live by a certain shastra, beliefs and all those things. So the queen’s message to us is that you will not find the answers if you remain self-righteous. She says offer these questions to the seer, to the sages, and they will tell you what this life is about. So she presents the questions to Narad.

Narad, of course, is the divine messenger. He too has a message for us. When we look at the way Narad comes down from heaven to the palace, his message seems to be that ultimately this creation is born of delight, but as he comes closer to earth he senses the mortal element, the sorrow and suffering, and then he changes his tone. He says, yes, I know delight is behind, but there is this pain and suffering.

We know that God takes human birth, and he sings of the many births of Vishnu. This idea of the Avatar is so marvelous. The Gita speaks of three secrets and Sri Aurobindo emphasises them. The first secret is that God dwells within man. The second is that God becomes man and leads by example. And the third is if you surrender to him you can unite with him.

ahaṁ tvāṁ sarva-pāpebhyo mokṣhayiṣhyāmi mā śhuchaḥ. 

God  becoming  human  is  the  mystery  that  Narad’s  message gives to us, that from age to age,   sambhavāmi yuge yuge.  he takes human birth. Then he says that Savitri has come down missioned to do this work, so don’t come in the way because she is the one born to  accomplish.  If  she  cannot  do  it,  nobody  else  can  do  it.  In  the meantime, Narad reveals to us all the deepest mysteries of it. In one of the passages he says, fate is truth working out in ignorance. It is not a random play. In several places, Narada reveals this. He says there is a meaning behind each stumble and fall, in every curve, in every line there is a deeper sense within it. We may not understand, it may look like chance, it may look random, but there is a purpose behind this creation, and this purpose is accomplishing itself through fate.

Fate is not a machinery of reward and punishment, that if you do some  good  deeds,  you  will  be  rewarded.  The  only  reward  that  the
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soul covets is to grow into oneness with the Divine, and for that, it doesn’t mind going through a dangerous and difficult fate. The only thing that the soul in man dreads is separation from the Divine. Fate and karma are not as we have understood them so far. We think that if you do good you will get a plum post in your next life, you will be a top ranking I.A.S. officer, a bureaucrat with lots of money and a good house. The Mother says, sometimes those so-called rewards are the result of a curse. She quotes the bible which says, ‘it’s easier to make a camel pass through the eye of a needle than to make a rich man turn to God.’ For the soul, all the balances change. So he says that fate is truth working itself out in ignorance.

O man, the events that meet thee on thy road, Though they smite thy body and soul with joy and grief, Are not thy fate,—they touch thee awhile and pass; Even death can cut not short thy spirit’s walk: Thy goal, the road thou choosest are thy fate (458) What  a  man  has  chosen,  what  his  soul  has  chosen  is  his  fate.

Sri Aurobindo says, you have to just stick on and persevere and it will be. Sri Aurobindo says this is truer than 2 plus 2 equals 4. If somebody has chosen the Divine, the Divine will reveal himself. In fact, he says this to Dilip Kumar Roy who wanted Ananda. Ananda is the most difficult to attain, it’s the ultimate. The Mother says you have to be a super perseverer, and you must have complete purity, there can  be  no  pleasure-seeking.  So  he  asked,  is  it  not  a  valid  pursuit?

And Sri Aurobindo says it is valid, it is a divine aspect. He says that if you ask for Ananda persistently and persevere, at one point you will receive the Ananda. That is the law, what your soul has chosen is your fate. But you have to persevere and persist in asking. Ananda is the ultimate, but before Ananda comes, that too Narad reveals what is the law for man. What should we do? He says, Lean for thy soul’s support on Heaven’s strength Turn towards high Truth, aspire to love and peace.

A little bliss is lent thee from above,

A touch divine upon thy human days.

Make of thy daily way a pilgrimage,

For through small joys and griefs thou mov’st towards God. (451) It’s a very beautiful thing that Narad reveals for man. “Make of thy
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daily way a pilgrimage”. Why it is a pilgrimage? Because every day we are moving nearer the Divine, step by step. As he says, “Through small joys and griefs thou mov’st towards God”.

Indifference, pain and joy, a triple disguise, Attire of the rapturous Dancer in the ways,

Withhold from thee the body of God’s bliss. (454) We must shed these attires one after another till we have the experience of the very body of bliss. This is what Narad comes and reveals.

There is one gentleman who is running through the epic as a hidden fellow and suddenly he emerges when the dreaded moment comes, and  that  is  Death.  In  every  movie  too  there  is  a  villain,  but  this  is  a strange villain. He is a villain who misleads, misguides, distorts, diverts the message, fills you with despair, fills you with false ideas, picks up a truth from here and there and gives it a twist. He doesn’t say there is no god. He starts with that but he wears many masks. One of them is that there is no god. This is all matter; matter is the only reality. But then he says, there is a God, but he is aloof and far from the world. Then he says, God looks upon this earth like a witness, but he doesn’t intervene. This idea that God will come down and intervene, he says that is false.

He will accept that there is God and you can do some meditation and find him. Up till now that idea is stamped so strong on the human psyche. The moment you tell someone to do yoga, they will say, ‘okay, meditation kaise karte he’, ‘how do you do meditation’ .  And people will  pay  thousands  of  dollars  to  have  a  course  in  meditation.  But Sri Aurobindo has said, this is not a yoga of meditation alone, he says some are asked to meditate, others are told not to meditate, but just to work. Meditation is a method, but what is at the core of meditation?

What  is  at  the  core  of  work?  It  is  love!  Try  doing  meditation  as  a formula:  ‘Oh!  I  have  to  sit  in  meditation  every  morning  at  three o’clock’. You sit and then you’re feeling very sleepy. So half your life you will spend trying to keep awake! Of course, one has to struggle against the tendency to sleep in meditation. But when it is an act of love it is not difficult. Imagine that your beloved is coming at four o’clock in the early morning. You will you wake up at three o’clock, or you will keep awake the whole night, or if you do sleep, you’ll wake 68
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up from time to time and check, “is it time?” This is meditation. Even meditation requires love and service.

Similarly, if I work in a department and sit at the table for six hours and do it as an act of love, then it is not difficult. Love is at the core of all these things. Sri Aurobindo speaks of love as the base and the crown. If you read  The Synthesis of Yoga love comes after works and knowledge. This is the great mystery of love, but death denies love.

So, you see, death is not the opposite of life. Death is only an aspect that life wears. Why does life wear this aspect? When people don’t respond to its call, life wears the aspect of death.

Death is nothing actually. There is nothing which can be destroyed ever. It can only change form. What happens when we come out of the  body?  We  experience  existence  in  a  different  way.  Everywhere there  is  existence,  because  there  is  nothing  else  but  existence.

Therefore there is nothing like death. You can either have existence or you can have death. Death is just an appearance but a very real and concrete appearance, and it fills the human heart with despair and horror, with a sense of the vanity of everything. Death comes to tell us that this world is a vanity, a nightmare, a horrible dream. Wake up to self-enlightenment and go away from this world. But Savitri says, “My God is love and sweetly suffers all” (591). She says that she has come to change this world that death has built, that hunger has built.

We see that Death is the one who prevents us from advancing, but why is he allowed? Because he makes us make our perfection more perfect. That’s his job. Sri Aurobindo says, “Too high the spiritual fire dare not blaze” (18), because if the soul expands too soon, the body, life and mind will be unable to bear it and they will break down. Death comes to temper down the flame. It tries to douse the flame but when it seems like it is going to go out the Divine Mother is there; she is the upholder of the flame. She will ensure that it cannot be doused.

It cannot go out by its very nature, but death will try. It doesn’t do it consciously, but behind its unconsciousness there is a logic of the Divine operating.

In her debate with Death, Savitri reveals to Death and to us the why of creation, where is it going and the secret of evolution. We see the evolution of form, but actually all evolution is a manifestation. Our job
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is to manifest the Divine who is within us. Where is the stage of this earth? If there is one single message that the earth gives, if I can say it in Hindi, it is  Lage raho surya ki parikrame me. It means like the earth revolves around the sun, it is tirelessly persevering because there is a faith within her that one day God will born in clay and for that she is labouring. And because of the constant touch of the sun, evolution is continuing and matter is gradually disclosing some secret which is hidden inside.

Man is also the character in this story. What is man’s message? Man is a cross between the demigod and the beast. Sri Aurobindo says, A strange antinomy is his nature’s rule.

Freedom he asks but needs to live in bonds, (337) This is the paradox of man. We say I want to be free, but then we say, let’s first have a cup of tea together, later I can be free. We live in  bonds,  but  the  bonds  are  inside  not  outside.  We  need  darkness to perceive a little light, we need death for knowing life. This is the paradox  of  man.  Therefore  we  have  to  pass  through  the  purifying furnace of hell.

And What is hell? That also is revealed to us in  Savitri. Sri Aurobindo says, He saw in Night the Eternal’s shadowy veil,

Knew death for a cellar of the house of life, In destruction felt creation’s hasty pace,

Knew loss as the price of a celestial gain

And hell as a short cut to heaven’s gates. (231) Everything in this world is according to a plan, but it is not a plan built  by  our  egoism.  When  someone  asked  Sri Aurobindo  why the world was so full of problems, he says, unfortunately, man was not  there  to  be  consulted  when  this  world  was  being  built.  It  is Sri Aurobindo’s  way  of  humour,  but  there  is  wisdom  in  it.  Instead of  complaining  and  grumbling  to  God,  we  need  to  tune  into  that wisdom;  then  we  will  understand.  It  will  be  very  clear  that  it  is  a miracle. All these questions can be ultimately answered by becoming one with the Divine. All other answers are temporary answers.

And  how  does  the  Divine  work?  Sri Aurobindo  reveals  this  using what I call the ultimate Vedanta:

One who has shaped this world is ever its lord:
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Our errors are his steps upon the way;

He works through the fierce vicissitudes of our lives, He works through the hard breath of battle and toil, He works through our sins and sorrows and our tears, His knowledge overrules our nescience... (59) We are ignorant, but don’t worry, he knows. Somebody said to me, ‘For me, it is more difficult because I have not seen the Mother.’ I said,

‘don’t worry, she sees you.’ Similarly, if somebody says, ‘I don’t know whether I’m doing this right’, we can say that she is watching over us, she knows. As Sri Aurobindo says, ‘his knowledge overrules our nescience’. We are ignorant, we don’t know the path, but she knows the path, and she will reveal the path to us, or she will carry us on the path. This is the great hope Sri Aurobindo gives us.

What  do  we  do  then?  There  are  times  when  we  can’t  understand anything. Everything is confusing. Sri Aurobindo said in a letter: ‘when all seems a confusion, just sit quietly and call her.’ This is revealed in  Savitri.

Whatever the appearance we must bear,

Whatever our strong ills and present fate,

When nothing we can see but drift and bale,

A mighty Guidance leads us still through all. (59) This  guidance  within  life,  behind  all  the  anomalies  of  life,  this presence of Grace, is something very wonderful. When will he disclose himself to this world? When the darkness is thickest.

Thus will the masked Transcendent mount his throne.

When darkness deepens strangling the earth’s breast And man’s corporeal mind is the only lamp,

As a thief’s in the night shall be the covert tread Of one who steps unseen into his house. (55)

He enters us unseen. This we see in many people in how they turn to Mother and Sri Aurobindo. The outer story is one part, but if you look back, you see that She was actually watching over our progress and then suddenly a moment comes when there is a connection. But actually, it is clear that she was watching and waiting for this moment when the connection took place; she was always there behind.

This is the great hope that Savitri brings: that we are not alone, that the Divine walks with us and is carrying us. We don’t realise it, but there comes a time when we turn back and see that all the time his
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hand was on our shoulders, all the time it was he who was carrying us. Even when the appearance was dark, even when we couldn’t see, even when we were cursing and complaining, He was there. This is the greatest of message of  Savitri.

In the end, we see what the power is that saves us: the power of love.  This  is  a  power  that  needs  to  be  nurtured,  nourished,  and purified.  Right  in  the  beginning,  Sri Aurobindo  says  that  this  is  the story of conjugal love conquering death. Why does he have to use the word conjugal? Conjugal is a very human love, marital love. All aspects of love are there in marital love. It’s physical, it’s vital, it’s emotional, it’s intellectual, and of course, it’s spiritual, or at least it should be. All aspects are there in that love and that love can conquer death. How?

By transmuting its human ways to ways divine.

Sri Aurobindo tells us that there is in us this power and energy of love,  but  we  have  not  harnessed  it.  We  let  it  be  thrown  away  into procreation and recreation. It should be harnessed and changed into a new creation. That’s the power and energy of love within us, and that is the supreme message of  Savitri. In the end when Satyavan is asked where they had been for so long while the parents were so worried about them, Satyavan’s one line message is: “Lay all on her, she is the cause of all.” (723) It is so logical.

We  carry  a  burden  of  responsibility  on  our  heads;  myself  and children this and that. Sometimes I ask, “do you even understand the ABCs of life?” In all the books you may have read, you may give a series of lectures on Vedanta or Tantra or the Bible or any ism, but at the end of the day, you must realise that surrender is the greatest power.  All  this  knowledge  doesn’t  help  us.  The  mind  loves  to  play with ideas, and in that process, it makes the mind supple and vast.

In some people, it will trigger a flame inside. But ultimately what it leads us to is “Lay all on her; she is the cause of all.” Even a yogi who is  pursuing  the  path  of  knowledge  at  the  end  learns  to  surrender.

How does he surrender? Sri Aurobindo was asked this. He says, he surrenders his little self to the greater self, because that is how he is looking at it. The Divine comes as the greater Self to whom he has to surrender. Otherwise, you cannot cross over. This laying all on her has the transmuting power of alchemy. She is the supreme Alchemist 72
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energy in creation. And what is that power she brings? She says it very beautifully at the end:

“Awakened to the meaning of my heart

That to feel love and oneness is to live

And this the magic of our golden change,

Is all the truth I know or seek, O sage.” (724) Ultimately   Savitri is the story of the Divine Mother, the story of earth, the story of man, the story of creation, the story of gods and the Titans. Of course, there are many stories like that, but this story is written from the Creator’s point of view, not from some half-way home of the spirit. People get some ascension of their consciousness and  write  from  there.  But  Sri Aurobindo  wasn’t  satisfied  with  that.

With  Savitri he kept on revising again and again because he wanted to express the highest vision that has never ever been embodied.

This is the story of creation told from the Creator’s point of view.

Who are we? Why are we? What is our destiny? Everything is revealed in such marvellous, not just inspiring, but revelatory language, as the Mother says, mantric language. It is a mantra of transformation. To read  Savitri is to engage in the process of transformation. Above all, Savitri brings us face-to-face with the Divine Mother. It is said that it is only when you have the darshan of the Lord that everything can fall away. By the power of the mantra,  Savitri creates within us the image of the Lord which is very powerful because the image carries the essence of the Divine Being.

I would like to end with a wonderful passage. Through the mantra he is giving us darshan. That’s how I would put it. This mantra darshan itself is enough that when you read it for a long time many things just  drop  away.  Through  the  mantra  we  come  into  contact  with the  consciousness  of  the  Mother  and  Sri Aurobindo.  Some  people say,  ‘but  Mother  and  Sri Aurobindo  are  no  longer  here  physically’.

There are many answers you can give to it, but one of the answers is ‘but there is  Savitri?’  And  what  is   Savitri?  It  is  Sri Aurobindo’s consciousness, because he is the author, and it is the Mother’s consciousness, because it is the story of the Divine Mother. So  Savitri is the Mother and Sri Aurobindo together. Here is the passage: The Message of  Savitri
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At the head she stands of birth and toil and fate, In their slow round the cycles turn to her call; Alone her hands can change Time’s dragon base.

Hers is the mystery the Night conceals;

The spirit’s alchemist energy is hers;

She is the golden bridge, the wonderful fire.

The luminous heart of the Unknown is she,

A power of silence in the depths of God;

She is the Force, the inevitable Word,

The magnet of our difficult ascent,

The Sun from which we kindle all our suns,

The Light that leans from the unrealised Vasts, The joy that beckons from the impossible,

The Might of all that never yet came down.

All Nature dumbly calls to her alone

To heal with her feet the aching throb of life And break the seals on the dim soul of man

And kindle her fire in the closed heart of things. (314) The  Mother  is  the  beginning,  the  Mother  is  the  middle,  and  the Mother is the end. The Mother is the path. The Mother is the origin and the Mother is the goal. To surrender to the Divine Mother is the way of ways given to man. This is the supreme message of  Savitri.
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VI

The Debate of Love and Death

Dr Vladimir Yatsenko

The canto titled “The Debate of Love and Death” in  Savitri is one of the most meaningful and powerful cantos in the whole book.

It is here that Savitri meets with the Lord of Death, discussing what is going on in this manifestation on earth and what will happen. When I  thought  what  to  call  this  article,  the  first  thing  came  to  me  was

“What the Lord of Death did not know”. It is quite interesting that he neglected something or he did not want to see the truth in what Savitri was telling him. He was avoiding something and trying not to follow it as if he didn’t know it was true, as if he didn’t know the purpose of this manifestation. The Lord of Death appears in  Savitri as a wise and powerful ruler, and he is also a very great sophist and philosopher; his arguments are compelling for any human being.

He knows himself as the supreme Power. He does not permit anyone to claim the state of immortality here in manifestation; he argues that only the Supreme has that privilege. No one but the Supreme could claim that status. The Lord of Death could not imagine that creatures born in time and space could become equal to him in consciousness and power.

Lacking the vision of the evolution of consciousness, the Lord of Death believes that no one but the Supreme can be immortal, and he’s right. In this way he works for the evolution of consciousness in the manifestation, such that everyone must gradually grow into a divine being.

Let us start from the very beginning using a myth of creation from the  Brihadaranyaka  Upanishad.  At  the  beginning,  was  the  Self,  the Atman and he was alone. He looked around and did not find anyone but himself. He said, ‘I am’ but there was no other name to say, for he was alone. He became afraid. But then he thought, ‘Of whom am I afraid if I am alone?’ So his fear vanished. It is true that fear comes always from another. But he was not happy. He wanted another. The Mother gives a similar interesting explanation to a sadhak who asked why the Supreme who is perfect would accept such an imperfect manifestation. She says that the Supreme already possesses himself The Debate of Love and Death
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in his supreme identity but actually what he wanted was to experience himself in diversity to discover himself in detail, and that was the cause of the creation. Interestingly, in the “Book of Fate” in  Savitri, we read how our souls decided to come down into this darkness. The soul strained towards some otherness of self. It tired of its endless happiness, it turned away from immortality.

According to the story of creation told by the Mother to the children of the Ashram, at the beginning, the Supreme Shakti, the Consciousness-Force  of  the  Supreme,  created  four  great  beings,  or  dimensions  of consciousness:  Light,  Bliss,  Truth  and  Life.  When  these  great  beings started their work, they considered themselves to be self-sufficient and got  separated  from  the  Supreme.  Gradually  they  fell  and  turned  into their opposites. The light of consciousness turned into darkness, bliss into suffering, truth into falsehood and life into death. In order to redeem and  bring  these  emanations  back  to  their  self-awareness,  secondary emanations were created that plunged into the abyss of the Inconscient.

These emanations were even more significant in power and knowledge, for they had to return the fallen ones to their origin.

These two involutions, the fall of the first emanations and the plunge of the second ones, created a double process of evolution. This terrestrial evolutionary working of nature from matter to mind and beyond has a dual process. As explained in  The Life Divine, there is an outward visible process of physical evolution with birth as its machinery. Each evolved form of the body housing its own evolved power of consciousness is maintained and kept in continuity by heredity. At the same time, there is secondly an invisible process of soul evolution into ascending grades of form and consciousness with rebirth as its machinery. The first has become an environment for the second to grow from within, as it were, enduring the resistance of its darkened instrumentation and illumining it by its growth. It seems that the Lord of Death was unaware of the evolution of consciousness, or rather of its aim, since the soul’s descent belongs  to  the  second  stage  of  creation  and  has  as  its  purpose  the redemption of the first fallen emanations, including Death. He seems not to know about this plan.

The first emanations were given the task to create the worlds. They continue to do this the way they always did. A certain process must have
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taken place to turn the eternal life to its opposite death. A darkening of the supreme consciousness had to occur first, because without that there could be no further fall, for how could the Supreme who alone is stop being aware of who he is? He must gradually forget himself as the Supreme. He thus creates a duality within himself. On the one hand, he knows himself in the transcendental realm, as Ananda; on the other hand, he doesn’t know that it is him in the manifestation.

In the enigma of the darkened Vasts,

In the passion and self-loss of the Infinite

When all was plunged in the negating Void,

Non-Being’s night could never have been saved If Being had not plunged into the dark

Carrying with it its triple mystic cross.

Invoking in world-time the timeless truth,

Bliss changed to sorrow, knowledge made ignorant, God’s force turned into a child’s helplessness Can bring down heaven by their sacrifice.

A contradiction founds the base of life:

The eternal, the divine Reality

Has faced itself with its own contraries;

Being became the Void and Conscious-Force

Nescience and walk of a blind Energy

And Ecstasy took the figure of world-pain. (140-141) Once the supreme is no longer aware of himself, suffering within his blissful being is the next result. The fall of these two great beings creates  a  ground  for  truth  to  turn  into  falsehood.  This  triggers  the supreme  denial  of  life  and  the  origin  of  death  finally.  Then  the Supreme can start from zero. The falsehood in the scheme plays a key role. In the perception of otherness of self, it separates knowledge and power and makes power inadequate. Without it the fall of life into death would be impossible.

When the Lord of Death realises that he is dealing with the Supreme Mother and not a human being, he decides to give a final battle. He calls for these four archers as his great powers. He calls to them in the same order.

He called to Night but she fell shuddering back, He called to Hell (which is suffering) but sullenly it retired:
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He turned to the Inconscient (which is falsehood) for support, From which he was born, his vast sustaining self; It drew him back towards boundless vacancy

As if by himself to swallow up himself:

He called to his strength (which is death himself), but it refused his call.

His body was eaten by light, his spirit devoured.

At last he knew defeat inevitable

And left crumbling the shape that he had worn, Abandoning hope to make man’s soul his prey

And force to be mortal the immortal spirit. (667) The Lord of Death speaks to Savitri in these words: Who then art thou hiding in human guise?

Thy voice carries the sound of infinity,

Knowledge is with thee, Truth speaks through thy words; The light of things beyond shines in thy eyes.

But where is thy strength to conquer Time and Death?

Hast thou God’s force to build heaven’s values here?

For truth and knowledge are an idle gleam

If Knowledge brings not power to change the world, If Might comes not to give to Truth her right.

A blind Force, not Truth has made this ignorant world, A blind Force, not Truth orders the lives of men: By Power, not Light, the great Gods rule the world; Power is the arm of God, the seal of Fate. (663-664) The purpose of Death is to ensure the existence of the Absolute alone. None else can permanently settle down in this manifestation.

I have created all, all I devour;

I am Death and the dark terrible Mother of life, I am Kali black and naked in the world,

I am Maya and the universe is my cheat.

I lay waste human happiness with my breath

And slay the will to live, the joy to be

That all may pass back into nothingness

And only abide the eternal and absolute.

For only the blank Eternal can be true. (535) This has many insights. For instance, nothing can claim its separate birth unless and until it is the Supreme itself. This provides a dynamic basis for a perfect future manifestation in time and space. The manifestation is to 78
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be also Supreme and nothing less than that. Otherwise the Lord of Death will destroy it in order to find better solutions. In this way, it becomes the very engine of evolution. Every form which is not perfect is destined to perish, giving way for a more perfect form until it comes closer and closer to the manifestation of the Supreme. The function of death ends when the eternal life is effectuated in immortal matter. The Lord of Death is identifying himself with the creator of this world. He says, I am the shapeless formidable Vast, I am the emptiness that men call Space,

I am a timeless Nothingness carrying all,

I am the Illimitable, the mute Alone.

I, Death, am He; there is no other God.

All from my depths are born, they live by death; All to my depths return and are no more.

I have made a world by my inconscient Force. (592-593) On the one hand, the Lord of Death says he made the world by inconscient force, a force without knowledge. On the other hand, he knows that only the blank eternity is true, which wasn’t ever made. He doesn’t believe this world is true, because he knows that the Supreme alone is, and because he himself has made all in this world by the inconscient force of the Supreme. Since he created it, he has full right over it, or so he thinks.

Therefore, in the canto “The Adoration of the Divine Mother”, Sri Aurobindo  is  contrasting  these  two  realisations:  this  divine negative  and  the  divine  positive  beyond  manifestation  and  within the manifestation. First Aswapati realises the divine Presence beyond manifestation. It is described in these words: A stillness absolute, incommunicable, Meets the sheer self-discovery of the soul;

A wall of stillness shuts it from the world,

A gulf of stillness swallows up the sense

And makes unreal all that mind has known,

All that the labouring senses still would weave Prolonging an imaged unreality.

Self’s vast spiritual silence occupies Space; Only the Inconceivable is left,

Only the Nameless without space and time:
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Abolished is the burdening need of life:

Thought falls from us, we cease from joy and grief; The ego is dead; we are freed from being and care, We have done with birth and death and work and fate. (310) Then he hears the voice of the Supreme:

O soul, it is too early to rejoice!

Thou hast reached the boundless silence of the Self, Thou hast leaped into a glad divine abyss;

But where hast thou thrown Self’s mission and Self’s power?

On what dead bank on the Eternal’s road?

One was within thee who was self and world,

What hast thou done for his purpose in the stars?

Escape brings not the victory and the crown!

Something thou cam’st to do from the Unknown, But nothing is finished and the world goes on Because only half God’s cosmic work is done.

Only the everlasting No has neared

And stared into thy eyes and killed thy heart: But where is the Lover’s everlasting Yes... (310) These lines define the difference between the negative and positive manifestations  of  the  Divine.  Can  we  at  all  say  ‘yes’  to  everything in this manifestation, as if it was the totally manifested Divine? Not yet. We can realise the truth only in negative terms,  neti neti of the Upanishad. We must deny everything that is not the Divine to find the Divine beyond.

But where is the Lover’s everlasting Yes,

And immortality in the secret heart,

The voice that chants to the creator Fire,

The symbolled OM, the great assenting Word,

The bridge between the rapture and the calm,

The passion and the beauty of the Bride,

The chamber where the glorious enemies kiss,

The smile that saves, the golden peak of things?

This too is Truth at the mystic fount of Life. (310-311) The  voice  continues  pointing  to  the  absolute  realisation  of  the Divine, culminating in the manifestation of the body of the King: A black veil has been lifted; we have seen

The mighty shadow of the omniscient Lord;
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But who has lifted up the veil of light

And who has seen the body of the King?

The mystery of God’s birth and acts remains

Leaving unbroken the last chapter’s seal,

Unsolved the riddle of the unfinished Play;

The cosmic Player laughs within his mask,

And still the last inviolate secret hides

Behind the human glory of a Form,

Behind the gold eidolon of a Name. (311)

Death  seems  not  to  know  that  these  ripples  he  is  creating  and destroying  are  the  evolving  and  growing  Supreme  from  within  the darkness towards his own and newly rediscovered identity through unity.

He doesn’t seem to realise that he, the Lord of Death, is not an ultimate creator but a helper to accomplish something beyond his knowledge and purpose. He seems unaware of the original intent of the Supreme to create another form of himself, to become an individual Supreme, to be many, as expressed in these references which we mentioned, that he wanted a second, that he wanted to be many. Death seems to take it only as a play, a  lila of the Supreme, to amuse himself in time and space. The whole creation in this view is like a playground full of toys for the child god. He does not take them seriously as something closely related to the Supreme. He knows that their nature is of darkness.

These are his words to Savitri:

Who art thou who claimst thy crown of separate birth, The illusion of thy soul’s reality

And personal godhead on an ignorant globe

In the animal body of imperfect man?

Hope not to be happy in a world of pain

And dream not, listening to the unspoken Word And dazzled by the inexpressible Ray,

Transcending the mute Superconscient’s realm, To give a body to the Unknowable,

Or for a sanction to thy heart’s delight

To burden with bliss the silent still Supreme Profaning its bare and formless sanctity,

Or call into thy chamber the Divine

And sit with God tasting a human joy. (534-535) Here he is clearly neglecting the growing Divine within the heart of
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man, the psychic being. He says that the transcendent Self should not be burdened with the bliss of the heart’s delight. The Supreme should not be loved and bothered by the growing psychic being within the heart of man, or called into its chamber, to enjoy life together here in the body.

This  kind  of  adventure  is  not  attracting  the  Lord  of  Death.  He seems not to understand the Supreme in positive terms but only in a negative way, or at the most that the world is a temporary event with no purpose.

All from my depths are born, they live by death; All to my depths return and are no more. (593) But Savitri argues in evolutionary terms:

O Death, thou lookst on an unfinished world

Assailed by thee and of its road unsure,

Peopled by imperfect minds and ignorant lives, And sayest God is not and all is vain.

How shall the child already be the man?

Because he is infant, shall he never grow?

Because he is ignorant, shall he never learn? (623) And here we have the fundamental difference between the negative and positive views on the Divine in its manifestation, where Savitri says to Death:

O Death, thou speakest truth but truth that slays, I answer to thee with the Truth that saves. (621) Works Cited
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VII

Arguments of Death in  Savitri

Dr Shruti Bidwaikar

The concept of death has been one of the most interesting, intriguing  and  fascinating  topics  ever  discussed  in  philosophy, spiritual  literature  and  other  literature.  While  it  thrills  us,  it  also invokes  fear.  We  all  have  accepted  death  to  be  horrifying,  but  the sole reality of our lives. We have been told time and again, ‘the one who is born is bound to die’. Western philosophers like Levinas, Plato, Socrates and Aristotle spent much time and made efforts to explain this phenomenon. They also speak of life after death. Kathopanishad speaks  about  the  quest  of  Nachiketa  to  know  what  death  is.  In  the stories of Mahabharata, in the legends of Ruru and Pururavas, both protagonists struggled against the non-compromising stance of death, which  asked  for  life  on  earth  as  a  sacrifice.  It  is  only  the  legend  of Satyavan and Savitri and the story of Rishi Markandeya which affirm the possibility of victory over death and the continuation of life on earth. Sri Aurobindo, in his  magnum opus, has dealt with death in great detail. Death’s dialogues in the epic have become, as if, the mouthpiece of common humanity, philosophers or those who have accepted the supremacy of death as the reality of life.

In this study, we shall discover those ideas, philosophies and arguments that death put forth to dissuade Savitri from travelling into the world of twilight and her insistence on taking Satyavan back to earth. We shall mark the evolution of the nature of arguments put forth  by  Death.  He  takes  many  different  stances  and  viewpoints  to turn down or frighten Savitri from moving ahead.

The argument of the rudimentary religionist The rudimentary mind of humanity fears the invisible powers and God and is afraid of the unknown. Death recalls this and says that we are so afraid of the unknown that we have created God as a magnified human being. These gods have given us a mind to think, which has created great unrest for human beings. Animals and the plant world do  not  question  or  have  any  urge;  they  combat  danger  by  instinct Arguments of Death in  Savitri 83

and live and die following nature’s law. Human beings are the only dissatisfied creatures! For he says,

His mind is a hunter upon tracks unknown;

Amusing Time with vain discovery,

He deepens with thought the mystery of his fate And turns to song his laughter and his tears.

His mortality vexing with the immortal’s dreams, Troubling his transience with the infinite’s breath, They gave him hungers which no food can fill; He is the cattle of the shepherd gods. (587)

He further says, “Aimless man toils in an uncertain world” (587). So, Death, voicing this philosophy, says that there is no aim to the birth of man. He is born only to die. However, Savitri, who is an  amsha of the supreme, knows the fallacy of these arguments and is not dissuaded or swayed. She stands firm and declares who she is — “Conscious of immortality I walk” (588).

Death as the creator of this world

Surprised  at  Savitri’s  courage,  strength  and  ability  to  follow  him in his territory, Death declares that he is the Supreme god who has created this world.

I made the worlds my net, each joy a mesh.

A Hunger amorous of its suffering prey,

Life that devours, my image see in things. (590) Perhaps  a  philosophy  advocating  death  as  the  creator  may  not exist,  but  surely,  a  few  people  may  argue  that  death  is  the  creator of  this  world;  he  governs  it  and  all  return  to  him.  Perhaps  it  is  for those who believe that one always lives in the shadow of death. Or, for the philosopher as realised as Socrates, “the true philosopher cannot be afraid of death as his whole life, indeed, is a practice and a preparation for it” ( https://cutt.ly/e2vBRET). The Greek philosopher has a very  sublime  view.  However,  seen  from  another  perspective,  death poses to be a constant reminder. No wonder, Heidegger concluded — “death is something distinctively impending” (Ibid). In India also, many rituals and social customs are followed only with the fear of death.

We are often reminded that we should not harm others or commit sin lest, after death, we are tortured. Or we should always do charity and keep people around us so that many can attend one’s funeral.
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Many practices in India and the world are also performed for what is considered as life after death. However, these rituals are not in the scope of this study.

Perhaps it is based on such believers as mentioned above that Death declares that he is the creator of all this universe. To this audacity, Savitri responds with scorn and says,

Who is this God imagined by thy night,

Contemptuously creating worlds disdained,

Who made for vanity the brilliant stars? (591) She  clearly  denies  the  existence  of  such  a  God.  A  God  who  only exists in imagination and brings fear. God for Savitri is not weak and a fantasy of human mind. But “My God is will and triumphs in his path,/

My God is love and sweetly suffers all. (Ibid)” Therefore, death cannot be the creator of this world.

What is Life? 

After Savitri refutes his arguments and death is unable to frighten her, he uses reason to contest her. Perhaps the statements made by Socrates and Heidegger are more applicable here. The fact that death governs  our  lives  is  brought  out  more  reasonably  by  Death  in  this section of the epic. A close reading of these lines reminds us of the lines from Book One Canto IV — the Upanishadic realisation.

The Absolute, the Perfect, the Alone

Has called out of the Silence his mute Force

Where she lay in the featureless and formless hush Guarding from Time by her immobile sleep

The ineffable puissance of his solitude.

The Absolute, the Perfect, the Alone

Has entered with his silence into space:

He has fashioned these countless persons of one self; He has built a million figures of his power;

He lives in all, who lived in his Vast alone; Space is himself and Time is only he.

The Absolute, the Perfect, the Immune,

One who is in us as our secret self,

Our mask of imperfection has assumed,

He has made this tenement of flesh his own,

His image in the human measure cast
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That to his divine measure we might rise;

Then in a figure of divinity

The Maker shall recast us and impose

A plan of godhead on the mortal’s mould

Lifting our finite minds to his infinite,

Touching the moment with eternity. (67)

Here is the description of the Absolute, the One who has created and inhabited this world. Please mark the magnanimity, poise, power and impact of the “Maker” of this world in the lines above. Audacious Death, declares as if imitating the Absolute —

I only am eternal and endure.

I am the shapeless formidable Vast,

I am the emptiness that men call Space,

I am a timeless Nothingness carrying all,

I am the Illimitable, the mute Alone.

I, Death, am He; there is no other God.

All from my depths are born, they live by death; All to my depths return and are no more.

I have made a world by my inconscient Force.

My Force is Nature that creates and slays

The hearts that hope, the limbs that long to live.

I have made man her instrument and slave,

His body I made my banquet, his life my food.

Man has no other help but only Death;

He comes to me at his end for rest and peace.

I, Death, am the one refuge of thy soul. (593-594)...

I am the Immobile in which all things move,

I am the nude Inane in which they cease:

I have no body and no tongue to speak,

I commune not with human eye and ear;

Only thy thought gave a figure to my void. (Ibid) One is the description of the Superconscient Absolute and the other is the voice of the Inconscient. Superconscient is Vast, Absolute, inane,  illimitable,  immobile,  “mute  Alone”.  All  these  terms  are  also used  by  Death  to  describe  his  sovereignty.  Perhaps  these  two  are the stark realities of life — Superconscient and Inconscient. Did not Sri Aurobindo mention in this epic itself, “The Inconscient is the Superconscient’s sleep”! (600) Then, all that describes the former will 86
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be applicable to the latter too. Perhaps, in a certain sense, Death is not wrong. It is also the truth of human life that death is “the one refuge of our souls”. When one gets old, tired of life and its circumstances, when one has lived one’s life, one seeks rest in death. We see this in many ailing people. They long for death so that they are rescued from their pain and suffering. So people of highly advanced age, who feel that they have seen life and have fulfilled all their duties look forward to resting in peace in the arms of death. So this, indeed is the truth of our lives, of human lives.

However,  this  is  the  reason  which  Death  presents  to  Savitri.  He says, this is the end and fate of all human beings. Since Savitri is also a human being, so she should accept this argument and forget her demand to take back Satyavan.

To this, Savitri responds,

“O Death, who reasonest, I reason not,

Reason that scans and breaks, but cannot build Or builds in vain because she doubts her work.

I am, I love, I see, I act, I will.” (594)

Savitri does not reason, for she sees with her inner eye that universe about which Death has just now described. Her inner sight shows her that this world is governed by the Divine, and she loves and acts in it with the Divine’s strength. Life as Savitri sees is from the Superconscient level, unlike death who perhaps perceives it from the Inconscient level.

Therefore, her effort to retrieve Satyavan is consistent. So, Savitri is not affected by the stark reality of human life, where death is the refuge.

Instead, she moves ahead with the strength of that imperishable, all-embracing Love she has received from the Divine.

The fallacy of the Ideal World

While Savitri asserts what she is, Death challenges her to “know”.

It is because when one attains Knowledge, one is liberated from the heart’s desires and attachments in life. However, rising above, Savitri says that “Love in me knows the truth all changings mask” (594). It is because her love is not human but has come from the Divine, she is one with all the beings and therefore knows all. After this Death, Savitri  and  Satyavan  move  further  in  their  journey.  There  comes  a place which is ideal and beautiful. Having travelled through the dark, Arguments of Death in  Savitri 87

nether regions, Savitri now comes to a place which is not dense and has light and hope. It gave the feel of an ideal world or heaven.

Death finds this heaven or this ideal world to be a chimaera. He says that we have made the heaven in our minds, that there is no such heaven that exists anywhere — “The ideal never yet was real made”

and “Earth only is there and not some heavenly source” (608-609). This world which they have just travelled is only an illusion. The idea of Love, peace and Divinity on earth is a fallacy. He reminds Savitri In the Alone there is no room for love.

In vain to clothe love’s perishable mud

Thou hast woven on the Immortals’ borrowed loom The ideal’s gorgeous and unfading robe.

The ideal never yet was real made. (608)...

The Avatars have lived and died in vain,

Vain was the sage’s thought, the prophet’s voice; In vain is seen the shining upward Way.

Earth lies unchanged beneath the circling sun;... (609) This is partly true. Earth has seen the coming of many sages, saints and  avatars  from  the  beginning  of  its  creation.  But  their  presence does  not  seem  to  have  changed  the  face  of  the  earth  apparently.

Book I Canto I of this epic elaborates on the attempts being made to awaken earth to her Truth, but it has always met with resistance. So death recalls all that was tried and assumed that nothing succeeded in  changing  the  earth.  Sri Aurobindo  and  the  Mother  agree  that ‘apparently’  nothing  seems  to  have  changed,  humanity  is  what  it was  in  ancient  times  and  therefore,  a  much  higher  consciousness was  required  to  bring  any  visible  and  permanent  change  on  earth.

However, they also clarify that the coming of the avatars of the past was not in vain. They prepared the earth to consent to an irrevocable change. The inner being of human beings was evoked to aspire for a higher life. Nevertheless, Death believes that nothing has changed, perhaps because the law of death has reigned on earth always. A few who wanted to overrule this law, took to moksha or nirvana and left their physical body by choice. In any case they had to leave this mortal sheath. Therefore, Death thinks that Savitri too will have to bend to this unchangeable law of the earth; she too will die one day and come to death as her refuge.
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In  the  ideal  world  Love  too  is  fulfilled  and  finds  its  due  place.

However,  Death,  trying  to  disillusion  Savitri  explains  the  transient nature of human love:

It is a conscious yearning of thy flesh,

It is a glorious burning of thy nerves,

A rose of dream-splendour petalling thy mind, A great red rapture and torture of thy heart.

A sudden transfiguration of thy days,

It passes and the world is as before. (610)

He further says,

If Satyavan had lived, love would have died;

But Satyavan is dead and love shall live

A little while in thy sad breast, until

His face and body fade on memory’s wall

Where other bodies, other faces come. (610)

This is the truth of human, earthly life. In modern times, the above argument  of  death  is  indeed  true.  In  our  complicated  lives,  after  a certain period of romance and passion, love between lovers fades away.  Life’s  stark  reality,  the  problem  of  survival  or  ideological differences  take  over  and  love  is  lost.  It  is  also  seen,  if  a  beloved passes away, the lover keeps her preserved in his heart for some time till he finds another person to draw his attention. This is the idea and argument that Death explains to Savitri.

Savitri too acknowledges that there is some truth in what Death says, but it is not her truth. Therefore, she refutes him — “Thy falsehoods mingled  with  sad  strains  of  truth.”  /  “It  [Love]  came  to  me  from God, to God returns” (612). Essentially, unlike human beings, hers is not  the  “hunger  for  the  heart”  or  “craving  of  the  flesh”.  Therefore, this  argument  of  Death  does  not  stand  true  for  Savitri  and  her consciousness.

The sovereignty of Matter or “the Materialist’s Denial” 

Savitri stands with Love in her heart and walks behind Death and Satyavan.  But  the  dreadful  voice  made  another  attempt.  He  spoke what a materialist would advocate. He argued about the supremacy of  Matter  over  Life  and  Mind.  He  reduced  all  human  qualities  and faculties to chemical formulae.
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A solid image of reality

Carved out of being to prop the works of Time, Matter on the firm earth sits strong and sure.

It is the first-born of created things,

It stands the last when mind and life are slain, And if it ended all would cease to be...

If Matter fails, all crumbling cracks and falls.

All upon Matter stands as on a rock. (615-616) Death claims— “I formed earth’s beauty out of atom and gas, /And built from chemic plasm the living man.” (617) Further,

A transient Breath thou takest for thy soul,

Born from a gas, a plasm, a sperm, a gene,

A magnified image of man’s mind for God,

A shadow of thyself thrown upon Space. (618)

Essentially, Death, like a materialist, takes pride in the fact that when there was nothing, all was unconscious, lull, he created the world, and Matter was first born. Everything grew by chance and necessity. But then Mind was born in Matter and it started hoping and longing for something. This spoilt his game. Mind went to the extent of calling something  or  someone,  a  God,  which,  according  to  Death,  is  only man’s imagination.


Death the atheist

From this position of a materialist, Death argues like an atheist. Not necessarily claiming the kingdom of Matter to be ultimate, he speaks of Truth and Knowledge being mingled with falsehood and error. In fact, here he refers perhaps to the unfulfilled Vedic prayer —  asato ma sadgayama/ tamaso ma jyotir gamaya/ mritryor ma amritam gamaya.

He also refers to the four forces that came down on earth before this creation:  Truth,  Life,  Love,  Light  and  proves  that  their  opposites  —

(Falsehood/ error, Death, Hatred, Darkness), rule the earth: Interposed between the upper and nether Void, Thy consciousness reflects the world around

In the distorting mirror of Ignorance

Or upwards turns to catch imagined stars.

Or if a half-Truth is playing with the earth

Throwing its light on a dark shadowy ground,
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It touches only and leaves a luminous smudge.

Immortality thou claimest for thy spirit,

But immortality for imperfect man,

A god who hurts himself at every step,

Would be a cycle of eternal pain.

Wisdom and love thou claimest as thy right;

But knowledge in this world is error’s mate,

A brilliant procuress of Nescience,

And human love a posturer on earth-stage

Who imitates with verve a faery dance. (618)

Basically, earth is not the chosen place to fulfil these heavenly qualities  according  to  Death.  Like  an  atheist,  he  says  that  human beings long for immortality on earth, but it would only mean many births  upon  this  earth  which  is  full  of  pain  and  suffering.  For  he rightly argues that an imperfect person cannot get the immortality of the soul, and one who wants to become perfect has to come back to the earth again and again. He also argues that knowledge comes with error, it is not clear and pure. All those who pretend to know are actually in complete ignorance. Such is the state of people on earth; there is no purpose in life, according to an atheist.

Moving further, Death borrows the findings of the quantum physicist and says that even Matter is what it looks like.

Even Matter vanishes into Energy’s vague

And Energy is a motion of old Nought.

How shall the Ideal’s unsubstantial hues

Be painted stiff on earth’s vermilion blur,

A dream within a dream come doubly true?

How shall the will-o’-the-wisp become a star?

The Ideal is a malady of thy mind,

A bright delirium of thy speech and thought,

A strange wine of beauty lifting thee to false sight.

A noble fiction of thy yearnings made,

Thy human imperfection it must share:

Its forms in Nature disappoint the heart,

And never shall it find its heavenly shape

And never can it be fulfilled in Time. (619)

Death has used reason, discoveries of science and chemistry, viewpoints of materialists and atheists to prove that the Ideal or Love, or
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a beautiful and better place free of pain and suffering and death is not at all possible. These are only fancies and “misled by the splendour of thy thoughts” (Ibid). Ultimately, everything will die and come to an end.

Knowing  these  truths  of  the  present  life,  anyone  will  feel disheartened and disillusioned. But Savitri, who knows the Truth says,

“O Death, thou speakest truth but truth that slays, /I answer to thee with the Truth that saves.” (621) She speaks of the manner in which this creation came into existence, its substance, its direction and progression. This world that Death sees is still unfinished. She reveals that she has no fear of death and does not claim Satyavan because of her desires or longing, but because of the work that is given to him and her to bring down heaven on earth. Death still would not yield.

With an “ironic laughter”, he mocks Savitri and says, Even so men cheat the Truth with splendid thoughts.

Thus wilt thou hire the glorious charlatan, Mind, To weave from his Ideal’s gossamer air

A fine raiment for thy body’s nude desires

And thy heart’s clutching greedy passion clothe? (635) The Dichotomy of Matter and Spirit

But now, for the first time, Savitri challenges Death and declares that with her help, humanity will one day “Trample thee down to reach the immortal heights”(634). Death is perhaps raged over this declaration, and he too revokes her arguments, asking her first to change Nature’s law.  One  of  the  seeming  difficulties  in  Nature  is  the  reconciliation of  Matter  and  Spirit.  This  brings  us  to  almost  all  the  schools  of philosophies that believe in moksha or nirvana, especially Advaita and Buddhism. Humanity has always struggled with this. When one wants to go deep into meditation and rise in consciousness, one finds the world to be a disturbance, a hindrance, body as an obstacle in one’s inner journey. Therefore, they choose to leave it. On the other hand, the person engrossed in worldly responsibilities finds it difficult to turn towards spirituality even if he wishes to. All his duties call him, and he has to choose them over his inner longing. The result is, either he suppresses the inner longing for higher consciousness, or leaves all relations, duties and responsibilities and takes to complete asceticism and lives in forest. Death points out this difficulty, 92
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Where Matter is all, there Spirit is a dream: If all are the Spirit, Matter is a lie,

And who was the liar who forged the universe?

The Real with the unreal cannot mate.

He who would turn to God, must leave the world; He who would live in the Spirit, must give up life; He who has met the Self, renounces self...

Sages exploring the world-ocean’s vasts,

Have found extinction the sole harbour safe.

Two only are the doors of man’s escape,

Death of his body Matter’s gate to peace,

Death of his soul his last felicity. (635)

Salvation, mukti or moksha have become the guiding principles of humanity, and therefore, we always keep our gaze upward and do not consider life on earth to have any meaning or consequence. Savitri, of course, presents a different argument and speaks about the unfinished work. She is least deterred by the aim of moksha or mukti. She finds earth to be the place of hers and Satyavan’s work and, therefore, once again demands, “Give me back Satyavan, my only Lord”. (637) I think, therefore I am Death tries to defeat Savitri in her arguments about the existence of higher life and the possibility of the Divine life coming onto the earth. He also presents the argument of the adamant mind of man, which thinks that he is supreme and can never be superseded. The believers in reason and intellect think that evolution has come this far and cannot proceed further. Man is the best creation of Nature and, therefore the last. So, Death shows here to Savitri, that Mind is limited in its capacities and is also rigid. It cannot think or soar beyond itself.

In an immutable order’s hierarchy

Where Nature changes not, man cannot change:

Ever he obeys her fixed mutation’s law;

In a new version of her oft-told tale

In ever-wheeling cycles turns the race.

His mind is pent in circling boundaries:

For mind is man, beyond thought he cannot soar. (643) Death then speaks about the inventions and disasters that the mind brings to humanity. “The work of centuries vanishing in an hour” (645).
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Then  comes  the  master  dialogue,  which  fully  represents  what  the French philosopher Descartes declared: “Mind is the author, spectator, actor, stage:/ Mind only is and what it thinks is seen.” (645) So Death asks Savitri, if you believe that mind is the be all and end all of the evolution then you should “renounce the hope of bliss” and “renounce the hope of Truth”. It is true that the mind with its limitation, cannot see Truth. Because of its adamant nature, it refuses to think that there could be realms beyond the mind, superseding its capacities.

Death further speaks about the possible role of Mind —

Think not to plant on earth the living Truth

Or make of Matter’s world the home of God;

Truth comes not there but only the thought of Truth, God is not there but only the name of God.

If Self there is it is bodiless and unborn;

It is no one and it is possessed by none.

On what shalt thou then build thy happy world?

Cast off thy life and mind, then art thou Self, An all-seeing omnipresence stark, alone.

If God there is he cares not for the world;

All things he sees with calm indifferent gaze, He has doomed all hearts to sorrow and desire, He has bound all life with his implacable laws; He answers not the ignorant voice of prayer.

Eternal while the ages toil beneath,

Unmoved, untouched by aught that he has made, He sees as minute details mid the stars

The animal’s agony and the fate of man:

Immeasurably wise, he exceeds thy thought;

His solitary joy needs not thy love. (646)

Death gives another option to Savitri. Having shown the condition of earth and man, he asks her to leave the earth and merge herself in the immobile peace “For thou must die to thyself to reach God’s height”.

(647)  Once  again,  Savitri,  rising  above  the  ordinary  arguments  and passing truths of the earth uttered by Death, speaks of the purpose of this creation:

The soul is a figure of the Unmanifest,

The mind labours to think the Unthinkable,

The life to call the Immortal into birth,
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The body to enshrine the Illimitable.

The world is not cut off from Truth and God. (648) After this, Death is as if mellowed down. He does not argue with her with irritation and intolerance. He has perhaps gauged the stature of Savitri. He knows that she knows the Truth. So he advises her — since she is wise and knows what is beyond the mind and earth, she also has the strength, then she should rise above. She should not try to change the long-established laws of Nature. Whatever is going on is established, and all have accepted death as the iron law. And so Savitri should  not  disturb  the  world  order.  With  her  strength,  she  should embrace the calm and peace and be detached from this earth.

However mighty, whatever thy secret name

Uttered in hidden conclaves of the gods,

Thy heart’s ephemeral passion cannot break

The iron rampart of accomplished things

With which the great Gods fence their camp in Space.

Whoever thou art behind thy human mask,

Even if thou art the Mother of the worlds

And pegst thy claim upon the realms of Chance, The cosmic Law is greater than thy will.

Even God himself obeys the Laws he made:

The Law abides and never can it change,

The Person is a bubble on Time’s sea. (654)

Arguing a little more in this line, Death asks Savitri, that if she can negate all that he has argued, then she must be hiding the Truth in herself. He is desirous to see that Truth behind which the real Savitri is veiled; only “Then will I give thee back thy Satyavan”. (655) As Savitri responds to Death, she is surrounded by light. However, she hasn’t yet thrust aside her veil.

It is important to note that this entire debate is to retrieve Satyavan on  earth;  while  Death  tries  to  show  earth  filled  with  problems  and challenges, Savitri sees it as a place where God has planned everything and sent her to execute His plan further. And Death, too, in fact, is a part of this plan. That is why Savitri declares: “O Death, thou too art God and yet not He” (656), “All contraries are aspects of God” (Ibid). She then explains the role of darkness, ignorance, pain and death on earth.

Despite this Death asks one last question to her:
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O human claimant to immortality,

Reveal thy power, lay bare thy spirit’s force, Then will I give back to thee Satyavan.

Or if the Mighty Mother is with thee,

Show me her face that I may worship her;

Let deathless eyes look into the eyes of Death, An imperishable Force touching brute things

Transform earth’s death into immortal life.

Then can thy dead return to thee and live.

The prostrate earth perhaps shall lift her gaze And feel near her the secret body of God

And love and joy overtake fleeing Time. (664) And  after  this,  Savitri  responds,  not  by  words,  “A  mighty transformation  came  on  her”.  “In  a  flaming  moment  of  apocalypse/

The incarnation thrust side its veil” (664) and is revealed the face of the  Goddess  to  Death.  Further,  Death  undergoes  a  transformation.

However,  the  goddess  asks  Death  to  continue  awhile,  for  the  earth needs him for some more time before divine life is established on earth.

In  brief,  we  have  explored  the  arguments  presented  by  Death  to dissuade Savitri from taking Satyavan back to the earth. In this debate between Death and Savitri, there were no rebuttals. Death presented to her the partial truths of earth, those ideals on which many of our philosophies  are  based,  those  experiences  to  which  we  can  relate.

If  these  were  the  reasons  and  arguments  presented  to  any  human being, he would entirely agree with Death and accept many proposals or boons and temptations. But Savitri was no ordinary human being.

She is the Word of the Supreme, the Divine Love, who, with her trikaldrishti, knew the Truth. She was clear about her role on earth. In this debate, she remains calm and composed and speaks with Death always about a higher Truth than that is presented by him. When he speaks of mundane life, she speaks of Divine Life; when Death declares human love to be fragile, momentary and impermanent, she speaks of Divine love which is alight in all hearts but is veiled. When he declares that death and darkness are the builders of this universe, she refuses and  says  Light  and  Delight  are  the  makers  of  this  world,  and  the world is moved by them. Death shows the dwarfness of mind and its limited working, Savitri reveals the potential of the higher realms of 96
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consciousness and their influence upon earth. Death does not give up, but gets convinced about the Divinity of Savitri and urges her to show her effulgent  rupa so that he may obey her Law.

This debate was not a debate in the usual sense of the word. It was a dialogue between the Supreme and her shadow, similar to what Sri Krishna  had  with  Arjuna.  Gita  presents  us  with  the  psychology  and philosophy  of  life  and  gives  the  directions  to  walk.  It  solves  many riddles  of  rebirth,  karma  etc.  Similarly,  in  this  dialogue,  too  many questions about man, his birth, his role, his condition, his future, the nature of creation, its purpose and its direction and much more are  revealed.  Most  importantly,  mritryor ma amritam gamaya, the quest for immortality which resounded on earth for aeons, is finally complete. The promise is fulfilled, Death is transformed, and the sunlit path to the Life Divine has been laid in the occult plane. We await its manifestation on Earth.
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VIII

Nine Gems in  Savitri – A Mystic Exploration Ameeta Mehra

Savitri Awakens, Deepens and Intensifies Consciousness The first gem I discovered in  Savitri was its power to awaken human aspiration...  Savitri is an invocation of the human soul to the Supreme.

Savitri is a poem about the growth of consciousness. When reading Savitri, we notice that the words awaken in us aspiration and love for the Divine. It is the song of the soul’s awakened journey and the deeper we go into  Savitri the more we experience this... On each rereading,  Savitri opens up like an ocean of unfathomable knowledge, unfathomable consciousness, and unfathomable delight.  Savitri, with its resonant iambic pentameter, has the power to awaken, deepen and intensify our aspiration for the Supreme.

The Mother, as reported by Mona Sarkar, said: “The direct road is through the heart. I tell you, if you try to really concentrate with this aspiration you can light the flame, the psychic flame, the flame of purification in a very short time, perhaps in a few days. What you cannot do normally, you will do it with the help of  Savitri. Try and you will see how very different it is, how new, if you read with this attitude, with this something at the back of your consciousness; as though it were an offering to Sri Aurobindo.” ( Sweet Mother: 31-32) This was also my personal point of entry into  Savitri, That hour had fallen now on Savitri.

A point she had reached where life must be in vain Or, in her unborn element awake,

Her will must cancel her body’s destiny.

For only the unborn spirit’s timeless power

Can lift the yoke imposed by birth in Time. (12)

“That hour had fallen now on Savitri” — that hour falls on all those who step upon this path. There is a point where life must either be in vain or something cancel our old destiny. “That hour had fallen now on Savitri” — she’d come to the point where her life was meaningless, inane, devoid of purpose. Her state resonates in us, as there comes a 98
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point in our lives when we lose interest in all the old  samskaras, the old attachments and attractions, and we aspire to awake into our true self.  Savitri then becomes the answer to this new born aspiration.


Mantric Healing Power

The  second  gem  in   Savitri  is  its  mantric  and  healing  power.  The Mother told Mona Sarkar that the sonority of the rhythm resonates with the origin of the sound, the mantric vibration of OM. I had the opportunity to study  Savitri with Dr. Nirodbaran — Nirod-da, as we called him. At one time there was a particular passage and he said, ‘Why don’t you meet Amal Kiran on this, he may have something to share.’ I went to Amal-da. He said, ‘You know, I used to correspond with Sri Aurobindo, and he would secretly send me passages of  Savitri he was writing.’ He had asked Sri Aurobindo, when he had a fracture, if passages from  Savitri could help in healing. ‘Can these passages help in healing my fracture? I have a feeling these lines seem to have an effect on my body.’ Apparently, Sri Aurobindo replied, ‘Yes, there are certain passages in  Savitri that have a higher mantric quality of healing and can actually heal the physical body, even in terms of something as material as a broken bone.’

Amal-da was kind enough to mark one such passage for me which I will read out to you. Amal Kiran told me this passage was written from the highest Overmental plane of consciousness. Besides this passage, there are numerous other passages that have this mantric quality.

Some of us have experienced that when there is a physical or even a mental disequilibrium, just listening to  Savitri can heal and bring us in touch with higher forces far beyond our normal reach. I had a personal experience of this in 2007 when I had a slip disc and wasn’t able to get up or do any work. I thought of taking painkillers, when suddenly this idea came, ‘let me listen to  Savitri’. As I lay down listening, perhaps I went into a deep slumber — I felt a golden light on my back...entering my  body.  And,  lo  and  behold,  eight  hours  later  I  got  up  without painkillers and started walking as if there was no pain and nothing had happened. I can’t explain this rationally, but I felt the power of  Savitri.

Now for a portion of the passage Amal-da had marked: Her mind, a sea of white sincerity,

Passionate in flow, had not one turbid wave.
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As in a mystic and dynamic dance

A priestess of immaculate ecstasies

Inspired and ruled from Truth’s revealing vault Moves in some prophet cavern of the gods,

A heart of silence in the hands of joy

Inhabited with rich creative beats

A body like a parable of dawn

That seemed a niche for veiled divinity

Or golden temple-door to things beyond.

Immortal rhythms swayed in her time-born steps; Her look, her smile awoke celestial sense... (15) The Veda of the Future — the Supreme Book of Yoga Savitri is the Veda of the future... it is the Supreme Book of Yoga. This is the third gem or gift of  Savitri. The Mother has said that “everything is there [in  Savitri]... everything that is necessary for doing the Yoga...

all that is needed to realise the Divine... it is the infallible guide... you can find all the answers to all your questions” ( Sweet Mother: 25-26). If one reads with a quiet aspiration, the power of the invocation creates a vibration — a vibration in the body, a vibration in the cells of mind and in the consciousness that brings forward a new consciousness.

It can open new capacities that were latent in us, like the flow of poetry  or  clairaudience  and  intuition.  That  is  a  great  gift  of  Savitri.

The Mother said, “To read  Savitri is indeed to practice Yoga” (Ibid: 25-26). Whenever one feels one has come down to an ordinary level, one line, one passage of  Savitri is sufficient to uplift one from the ordinary consciousness.

The Mother said,

You  know  it  is  charged,  fully  charged  with  consciousness;  as though   Savitri   were  a  being,  a  real  Guide.  I  tell  you,  whoever, wanting to practise Yoga, tries sincerely and feels the necessity for it, will be able to climb with the help of  Savitri  to the highest rung of the ladder of Yoga, will be able to find the secret that  Savitri represents. And this without the help of a Guru. (Ibid: 32).

The following passage describes the Yoga of Aswapati — Savitri’s father. Listen to the poetry, the rhythm, the resonance, the beauty; it is
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like a musical composition of the highest level. Become still and listen with the inner ear.

As so he grew into his larger self,

Humanity framed his movements less and less;

A greater being saw a greater world.

A fearless will for knowledge dared to erase

The lines of safety Reason draws that bar

Mind’s soar, soul’s dive into the Infinite.

Even his first steps broke our small earth-bounds And loitered in a vaster freer air. (26)

As you know, the Yoga of Aswapati is a description of Sri Aurobindo’s own yogic experiences. And again, a few lines later...

In beings it knew what lurked to them unknown; It seized the idea in mind, the wish in the heart; It plucked out from grey folds of secrecy

The motives which from their own sight men hide.

He felt the beating life in other men

Invade him with their happiness and their grief; (26-27) The lines above describe Aswapati’s  siddhis—of telepathy, clairvoyance,  trikaldrishti... all the yogic  siddhis  are described, one after another, in poetic form by Sri Aurobindo. And also, he holds up to us great hope. “Humanity framed his movements less and less” — so our humanity is not something that we have to die with. We have to live with it, but we can transform it. Sri Aurobindo gives this hope to us throughout  Savitri. He explains that this human nature is temporary, it is a mask and behind it there is something deeper, greater, more perfect, more sublime that is waiting to come forward if one allows it to. Then he says, Their love, their anger, their unspoken hopes Entered in currents or in pouring waves

Into the immobile ocean of his calm.

He heard the inspired sound of his own thoughts Re-echoed in the vault of other minds;

The world’s thought-streams travelled into his ken; His inner self grew near to others’ selves

And bore a kinship’s weight, a common tie,

Yet stood untouched, king of itself, alone. (27) It is not simply that he was born an Avatar  with all these experiences.
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We  have  no  right  to  say,  ‘Oh!  It  is  all  right  for  Sri Aurobindo  to have  these  experiences  and  new  capacities;  he  was  an   avatar;  we are merely human.’ Not at all. This is something that Sri Aurobindo dwells on in  Savitri — human nature is the same in all. The moment one is born into the human body, we all share the same problems, the  same  inconscience,  the  same  ego-bound  nature.  Nobody  can escape it unless one changes the old frequency of the egoistic mental consciousness to the new frequency of the gnostic consciousness.


The New Prototype

The fourth hidden gem in  Savitri is the prototype of a new woman that Savitri represents. Savitri herself (if you read the poem) breaks the mould of the past. In a way, one could say that Sri Aurobindo in this epic poem has moulded her character, keeping in mind the new species, the gnostic being. This poem has been written for the children of  the  luminous  future.  And  therefore,  unlike  all  the  great  epics  of the past, the main protagonist of Sri Aurobindo’s epic is a woman — Savitri. If you look at Ramayana, the main protagonist is Sri Rama, look at Mahabharata — it is Sri Krishna and Arjuna, look at the Bible —

Christ, Quran — Mohammad. By making Savitri the main protagonist of  his  mantric  epic,  Sri Aurobindo  is  signaling  what  he  once  told the Mother: it is the body of the woman that will first manifest the supramental  consciousness.  Savitri  embodies  the  power  of  human love  transforming  into  Divine  Love  and  conquering  death.  Love  is the only power that can annihilate and transform death. And one can understand why it is She who has been chosen for this work. Savitri is the embodiment of Love, and has the power that can conquer death.

It  is  also  worth  noting  what  Sri Aurobindo  told  the  Mother  when the time had come. He said, “If necessary for this transformation, I might go, you will have to fulfil our Yoga of supramental descent and transformation.” ( Twelve Years with Sri Aurobindo: 204).

Here are a few unforgettable lines from the canto ‘The Debate of Love and Death’. Savitri replies to Death saying:

“O Death, I have triumphed over thee within;

I quiver no more with the assault of grief;

A mighty calmness seated deep within

Has occupied my body and my sense:
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It takes the world’s grief and transmutes to strength, It makes the world’s joy one with the joy of God.

My love eternal sits throned on God’s calm;

For Love must soar beyond the very heavens

And find its secret sense ineffable;

It must change its human ways to ways divine, Yet keep its sovereignty of earthly bliss...”  ( 633) Someone asked, ‘Mother, what is the greatest power in the world?’

And  she  replied,  ‘The  power  of  love.’  It  is  the  only  power  that  is indestructible.  It  can  destroy  but  it  cannot  be  destroyed.  So  here Savitri, standing before Death, tells him this: For I, the woman, am the force of God,

He the Eternal’s delegate soul in man

My will is greater than thy law, O Death;

My love is stronger than the bonds of Fate:

Our love is the heavenly seal of the Supreme. (633) Evolutionary need for Pain

There is no better exposition on the nature of human fate, destiny and the problem of pain and suffering than spoken out through the words of Narad in  Savitri.  In  page  after  page  of  wonderful  poetry, Sri Aurobindo explores the nature of human fate and destiny. Herein lies the fifth gem in  Savitri. In the canto, “The Way of Fate and the Problem of Pain”, all our unspoken questions are answered: Why do we  suffer?  Why  does  misfortune  befall  us?  All  these  questions  are answered and not only answered but their solutions are given. Narad replies  to  the  Queen  when  she  asks  him,  Why  is  there  pain?  Is  it because God is helpless? Is it something like a dark intrusion into this world of some sort of hostile being that even God is helpless against?

Narad answers: It is because of man’s ignorant nature: Thence rose the need of a dark intruding god, The world’s dread teacher, the creator, pain.

Where Ignorance is, there suffering too must come; Thy grief is a cry of darkness to the Light;

Pain was the first-born of the Inconscience... (443) What we cannot change — our atavisms, our  samskaras, our habits, our  nature  —  for  that  the  dread  teacher  pain  has  been  created.
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Sri Aurobindo calls him a creator and not a destroyer. The Mother once said something to this effect, ‘The more you suffer, the closer you come to me and the faster you go.’ Some of her children complained to her,

‘Mother, I am so sincere and I have done everything for you, I have never erred. Why is this happening, why is this happening to me?’ She would say, ‘It is a grace, my child, it has come to you because you have progress to make. You have a great destiny to fulfill.’ And that is the real need for pain — to wake us out of ignorance, to wake us out of our ease and slumber. If you don’t take the right steps Nature will take these for you and that is something we have all noticed in life. So, Pain is the hammer of the Gods to break A dead resistance in the mortal’s heart,

His slow inertia as of living stone.

If the heart were not forced to want and weep, His soul would have lain down content, at ease, And never thought to exceed the human start

And never learned to climb towards the Sun...

Pain is the hand of Nature sculpturing men

To greatness: an inspired labour chisels

With heavenly cruelty an unwilling mould. (443-444) When the mould is willing, pain changes to bliss. In Sri Aurobindo’s yogic  diary,  Record of Yoga,   he describes experiments on pain and suffering and bliss in which he changed the frequency of pain to the frequency of bliss. He would sit sometimes, just as an experiment, on the parapet wall in the afternoon. If you have been to Pondicherry and tried standing there after the sun has beaten down on it the whole morning, it’s absolutely like being on fire. And this experience he would change into bliss. He said, he could do that but the most difficult thing was to change a toothache. Very strangely, he said that a toothache is the most difficult to change from pain to bliss. It is because in the tooth the nerves go directly to the brain, so it short-circuits everything.

Sri Aurobindo, through the voice of Narad, explains the evolutionary need for pain, darkness and suffering, and prepares and helps the Queen thus: For with pain and labour all creation comes.

This earth is full of the anguish of the gods; Ever they travail driven by Time’s goad,
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And strive to work out the eternal Will

And shape the life divine in mortal forms. ...

The spirit is doomed to pain till man is free. (444).


Human Nature

The  sixth  gem  in   Savitri  is  the  knowledge  it  bequeaths  about human  nature  and  psychology.  Sri Aurobindo  has  written  some  of the greatest passages explaining with such depth and subtle humour the nature of the human being that they could count amongst the greatest expositions ever written on it. These passages are scattered all over the poem in the narrator’s voice. I will only read one such passage to illuminate. Speaking of humanity, he writes: A link between the demigod and the beast.

He knows not his own greatness nor his aim;

He has forgotten why he has come and whence.

His spirit and his members are at war;

His heights break off too low to reach the skies, His mass is buried in the animal mire.

A strange antinomy is his nature’s rule.

A riddle of opposites is made his field:

Freedom he asks but needs to live in bonds,

He has need of darkness to perceive some light And need of grief to feel a little bliss;

He has need of death to find a greater life.

All sides he sees and turns to every call;

He has no certain light by which to walk;

His life is a blind-man’s-buff, a hide-and-seek; He seeks himself and from himself he runs;

Meeting himself, he thinks it other than he.

Always he builds, but finds no constant ground, Always he journeys, but nowhere arrives;

He would guide the world, himself he cannot guide; He would save his soul, his life he cannot save. (337) Lest  we  feel  pessimistic,  he  also  describes  the  higher  side  of humanity. In  Savitri, Sri Aurobindo does not gloss over human reality; he  describes  human  nature  as  it  is  and  yet  he  says  this  is  not  all.

There is something deeper in us... there is a deeper truth, a deeper soul within and if that can be unlocked and brought forth then human nature can be transformed:
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Assent to thy high self, create, endure.

Cease not from knowledge, let thy toil be vast.

No more can earthly limits pen thy force;

Equal thy work with long unending Time’s...

Above blind fate and the antagonist powers

Moveless there stands a high unchanging Will; To its omnipotence leave thy work’s result.

All things shall change in God’s transfiguring hour. (340-341) Certitude of Immortality — A New World, A New Being The seventh gem in  Savitri is the certitude of immortality and the new creation. As the Mother told Mona Sarkar, “If it [ Savitri] is read with this aspiration for Immortality, the reading itself will serve as a guide towards Immortality. (Sarkar,  Sweet Mother: 25).

We are presented a detailed and vivid description of a new world, of a new being, of a new consciousness present here on earth and not above in some nirvanic bliss or moksha.  Savitri brings forward what lies as a latent intuition or knowing in the human consciousness — that there is a greater future awaiting the human race and the earth.

In  Savitri we find passages revealing this new world, this new being...

In one of my favourite passages, Sri Aurobindo writes: I saw the Omnipotent’s flaming pioneers

Over the heavenly verge which turns towards life Come crowding down the amber stairs of birth; Forerunners of a divine multitude,

Out of the paths of the morning star they came Into the little room of mortal life.

I saw them cross the twilight of an age,

The sun-eyed children of a marvellous dawn,

The great creators with wide brows of calm,

The massive barrier-breakers of the world

And wrestlers with destiny in her lists of will, The labourers in the quarries of the gods,

The messengers of the Incommunicable,

The architects of immortality. (343-344)

Note that Sri Aurobindo has not written in the past tense and neither has he written in the future tense. He has written in the present tense.

He  is  describing  something  he  is  seeing...  the  forerunners  of  a  new
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species, the birth of a new consciousness in human form descending down  the  stairs  of  birth.  Nothing  can  give  us  more  confidence  in a  greater  and  brighter  future  than  these  lines.  You  almost  hear Sri Aurobindo saying ‘ tathastu’ — this will be, this is, this is done. We have to wait for this new world that is already present to manifest fully.

Record of Sri Aurobindo’s and the Mother’s Yoga The  eighth  gem  hidden  within  the  pages  of   Savitri is the autobiographical combined yoga of Sri Aurobindo and the Mother.

There  are  great  secrets  hidden  in  these  pages.  It  is  almost  like  the Mother said — new cells are formed in our brain, and new cells are formed in our consciousness to be able to even understand  Savitri.

The first time we read it, it is almost incomprehensible. When you pick up the book you say, ‘O my God! What is this?’ But as we continue to read it, the cells, the consciousness to understand  Savitri  grows and one gets a glimpse of the vast work that Sri Aurobindo and the Mother did for humanity.

The Mother has said, “Sri Aurobindo used to write at night, and in the night I would have the experience; in the morning he would read it to me and I would recognize my experience—I hadn’t said anything to him, he hadn’t said anything to me. Interesting...” ( Mother’s Agenda 9: 33, 17 January 1968). In Savitri’s yoga are autobiographical records of Mother’s experiences. “All this is his own experience, and what is most surprising is that it is also my own experience. It is my sadhana which he  has  described.  Each  object,  each  event,  each  realisation,  all  the descriptions, even the colours are exactly what I saw and the words, the phrases are also exactly what I heard. And all this before having read the book” ( Sweet Mother: 28).

Immobile in herself, she gathered force.

This was the day when Satyavan must die. (10) When you read the Yoga of Aswapati, you will see almost line by line an account of the experiences described in the  Record of Yoga.

Siddhi  after  siddhi, practice after practice, the whole  sapta-chatushtaya, everything  is  contained  there.  When  one  compares  the   Record of Yoga to  Savitri, one can glean the kind of experiences Sri Aurobindo had gone through. In  Savitri he has camouflaged them in the most Nine Gems in  Savitri — A Mystic Exploration 107

beautiful poetry; the poetry is so entrancing that one almost forgets the actual experience behind it.

His soul stood free, a witness and a king.

Absorbed no more in the moment-ridden flux

Where mind incessantly drifts as on a raft

Hurried from phenomenon to phenomenon,

He abode at rest in indivisible Time.

And then a few lines later...

Out of that stillness mind new-born arose

And woke to truths once inexpressible,

And forms appeared, dumbly significant,

A seeing thought, a self-revealing voice.

He knew the source from which his spirit came: Movement was married to the immobile Vast;

He plunged his roots into the Infinite,

He based his life upon eternity. (33-34)




Book of Revelation

Finally, we come to the ninth jewel of  Savitri —  Savitri as a revelation.

The Mother said, “My child, yes, everything is there: mysticism, occultism, philosophy,  the  history  of  evolution,  the  history  of  man,  of  the  gods, of  creation,  of  Nature;  how  the  universe  was  created,  why,  for  what purpose, what destiny—all is there. You can find all the answers to all your questions there. Everything is explained, even the future of man of man and of the evolution, all that nobody yet knows.” ( Sweet Mother: 26). And she has said if one were to concentrate for a moment and if you do it in all sincerity and if you have a real problem or a real question — open Savitri and you will come straight to the page which gives you the answer.

This is the power of  Savitri. Every page, every word has great power and if you pray sincerely you will get the answer to your prayer.

The Mother told Mona-da, “It does not matter if you do not understand   Savitri,  read  it  always.  You  will  see  that  every  time  you read  it,  something  new  will  be  revealed  to  you.  Each  time  you  will get a new glimpse, each time a new experience; things which were not there, things you did not understand arise and suddenly become clear.  Always  an  unexpected  vision  comes  up  through  the  words and  lines.  Every  time  you  try  to  read  and  understand,  you  will  see 108
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that  something  is  added,  something  which  was  hidden  behind  is revealed clearly and vividly. I tell you, the very verses you have read once before, will appear to you in a different light each time you reread them. This is what happens invariably. Always your experience is enriched, it is a revelation at each step” (Ibid: 22-23).

I would like to close this sharing and invocation to  Savitri with the reading of this prophetic passage from Book 1, Canto 4: When darkness deepens strangling the earth’s breast And man’s corporeal mind is the only lamp,

As a thief’s in the night shall be the covert tread Of one who steps unseen into his house.

A Voice ill-heard shall speak, the soul obey, A Power into mind’s inner chamber steal,

A charm and sweetness open life’s closed doors And beauty conquer the resisting world,

The Truth-Light capture Nature by surprise,

A stealth of God compel the heart to bliss

And earth grow unexpectedly divine...

For man shall not know the coming till its hour And belief shall be not till the work is done. (55) Works Cited
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IX

First Steps of the Yoga of Aswapati

Deepshikha Reddy

In Book One, Cantos 3, 4 and 5, Sri Aurobindo traces the preparatory stages  of  Aswapati’s  Yoga.  Aswapati,  the  Lord  of  the  life-energy, represents the human soul eternally desiring Light through aspiration.

As is mentioned by Sri Aurobindo in a letter to Amal Kiran, these cantos describe a “psycho-spiritual transformation” of Aswapati, along with “a greater spiritual transformation with an ascent to a supreme power”  (CWSA  27:  329).  Canto  3  deals  mostly  with  the  individual transformation of Aswapati from the lower trinity of mind, life and matter to a vaster, higher life guided by the psychic. Canto 4 primarily deals  with  his  gaining  the  secret  knowledge  of  the  cosmic  planes of  existence  with  experiences  of  their  higher  influences.  He  makes this ascent as a representative of the race to win the possibility of discovery and possession of all the different planes of consciousness that  are  later  described  in  Book  Two  in  his  journey  through  the unknown worlds. Further in Canto 5, we get the final preparation of his journey through the universalisation of his consciousness. It is only after this summit of his innermost experiences that he is beckoned for the great journey through Book Two of  Savitri to the discovery of the Absolute and the Ineffable through unknown and untrodden paths that are hidden, wonderful and magical.

Briefly, we will go through the yogic experiences that he had as the representative of the race given in Book One, Canto 3, “The Yoga of the King: The Yoga of the Soul’s Release”. First, we get a description of his inner personality, expressed in the lines: A skyward being nourishing its roots On sustenance from occult spiritual founts

Climbed through white rays to meet an unseen Sun.

His soul lived as eternity’s delegate,

His mind was like a fire assailing heaven,

His will a hunter in the trails of light. (23) With such a rock-solid will and pure, vast and receptive mind he
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pierces  into  the  regions  of  the  Unknown  to  conquer  the  worlds beyond. He knows that our whole life is a life of preparation — “A long dim  preparation  is  man’s  life”  based  on  “Matter’s  obscure  ground”

(24). But he has to “climb to a peak no feet have ever trod ... through a penumbra shot with flame” (24), meaning that the vehicle for this climb is the mind shot with flaming aspiration.

It  is  interesting  to  see  that  there  are  further  important  epithets used to describe Aswapati which speak volumes about his deeper personality. Sri Aurobindo calls him “a colonist from immortality” (22), meaning that he lives in a world which is immortal. He has descended from that sphere to our mortal earth to immortalise it. He has come to colonise us so that this suffering world of  anityam, asukham, as stated in the Gita, enjoys the everlasting, the ‘ nitya  shashwata’, peace and happiness,  shanti and  sukha. Let us not forget that Savitri herself came down to alleviate human suffering and to break the eternal law of death.  Savitri records the long divine colloquy between Savitri and the Lord of Death only to prove that the principle of death has to be transformed so that one day the seed of immortality will blossom on this very earth, and we can be colonised by immortality. And what is  immortal?  The  soul  is  the  only  element  immortal  in  this  mortal universe. And our soul, seated within us guides and governs our life towards  the  mission  of  realising  the  Truth.  But,  unfortunately,  it  is housed in our imperfect body, mind and life as a tenant without being recognised as the lord of the house.

It is only to awaken the slumber-ridden humanity to its ultimate goal that such Vibhutis and Avatars like Aswapati come down to earth.

Elsewhere, Aswapati is described as “His was a spirit that stooped from larger spheres” (22). ‘Larger spheres’ are those higher worlds where such souls reside and have their adventures. “A strength of the original Permanence” (22) (meaning the Purusha), Aswapati has that ineffable strength to perform, reform and transform the world.

Aswapati is also called, “An archivist of the symbols of the Beyond”

(22).  An  archive  is  a  place  where  all  the  documents  and  details of  different  accounts  of  history  are  kept.  In  this  archive,  all  the prehistory, archaeology, and evolutionary patterns, visible or invisible, are preserved from the past to the present. Because it is the divine First Steps of the Yoga of Aswapati 111

archive, all the plans and projects of the future are also maintained meticulously. Aswapati is the archivist of such a Divine archive.

Yet when such a personality descends upon the earth for changing the  gear  of  evolution  from  one  level  to  the  other,  he  has  to  go through the laws of Nature, the laws of the universe. Therefore, just as is demanded of all of us, it is the realisation of the soul which is the first mission of his long onward journey. Be it a God or Avatar, everyone has to go through all the stages of evolution step by step and follow the laws of the earth and bear all the hardships associated with our physical limitations.

We  are  born  with  the  undying  eternal  soul  within  us.  This  is described  as  the  “flame  of  God”  (23)  and  this  flame  is  further explained by the Mother as Divine Love in Matter. She has described in detail how this creation, the whole process of creation, came about by the supreme Love alone. She goes beyond all the philosophical terminologies and reveals that this whole wonderful creation primarily was born out of Love and our psychic being is a part of that supreme Love. This is the reason that all those who realise their psychic being are invaded, so to say, by a tremendous involuntary upsurge of Love, compassion,  empathy,  generosity,  and  nobility.  When  Aswapati realises this living Presence of the soul within himself, He feels his substance of undying self And loses his kinship to mortality.

A beam of the Eternal smites his heart,

His thought stretches into infinitude;

All in him turns to spirit vastnesses. (24-25) As his life movements became more and more harmonious, he

“Modelled in inward Time his rhythmic parts” (25) and could see the future taking shape: “His dreamed magnificence of things to be. / A crown of the architecture of the worlds...” (Ibid) He could now tear out of himself “subjection’s rigorous clause” (25), that is, subjection to matter and the limitations of mind.

All the grey inhibitions were torn off

And broken the intellect’s hard and lustrous lid; Truth unpartitioned found immense sky-room; (25) What a sublime experience of the vastness of consciousness! No
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inhibitions of the mind or the vital; the mind’s partition is removed and a huge sky room of Truth opens up to him. Now he has entered into the consciousness of infinity and become spiritual. In this ‘larger self’  he  can  start  his  journey  through  the  worlds.  One  of  his  early experiences  was  that  the  unused  powers  in  human  beings  became active: “He made of miracle a normal act” (26) and this was “Pursued in a royalty of mighty ease” (26).

Further, we see a very significant change in him through the pursuit of his sadhana:

He felt the beating life in other men...

Their love, their anger, their unspoken hopes Entered in currents or in pouring waves

Into the immobile ocean of his calm. (27)

We can feel the change from his individual self to a much vaster universal arena where his heart throbs for all humanity. One after the other he was gaining new vistas of knowledge and experiences in the stillness of his silent heart. “He heard the secret Voice, the Word that knows” (Ibid: 28). Varied discoveries from different planes of existence were made: “Each day was a spiritual romance, / As if he was born into  a  bright  new  world”  (30).  He  experienced  “high  encounters”, “epic colloquies”, “celestial speech”, “temptations stole from beauty’s realms” and “sudden ecstasies from a world of bliss” (31) After this, Aswapati’s venue changes altogether, and the recognition of objects was no more through perception, but by identity: “Where world was into a single being rapt / And all was known by the light of identity” (Ibid). He started seeing everything as himself and felt all voices and thoughts to be his own. In that region, “love is a yearning of the One for the One” (32). Mind is no more like a convict being able to see only a small patch of the whole. “While there, one can be wider than the world; / While there, one is one’s own infinity” (32). He had now reached that inner centre of consciousness which sustains everything:  “He  neared  the  still  consciousness  sustaining  all”  (Ibid).

He could now envisage the whole evolutionary pattern of the earth, matter, life, man and all Nature’s play — “The fate that punishes” and

“The  tragedy  that  destroys  long  happiness”  (33).  He  was  no  more touched by the flux of nature: “His soul stood free, a witness and a
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king” (33). His consciousness now attained such a scale of the vastness that “He abode at rest in indivisible Time” (33).

He could reach this height because he had by now sailed “beyond thought’s luminous bar” (33), which is the mind. That is the reason why the Mother always emphasised widening the mind. She had given several exercises to expand the range of mental consciousness so that we become receptive to higher descents of consciousness in sadhana.

Aswapati has travelled beyond this sphere and reached “The superconscient realms of motionless Peace / Where judgment ceases and the word is mute” (33). Aswapati is now re-born, one could say.

He is now an inhabitant of a different world altogether because now he knows the secret “source from which his spirit came” (34).

What  knowledge  and  experience!  His  intense  fire-like  aspiration pierces  sharply  through  all  the  lower  limitations,  the  midway obstructions, and the varied temptations and reaches straight into the realms of infinity. Now “He plunged his roots into the Infinite, / He based his life upon eternity” (34). This is not a fleeting experience, it is his present base now.

This  is  Sri Aurobindo’s  sadhana  expressed  through  the  character Aswapati.  Savitri  is  the  autobiography  of  both  the  Avatars  —  the Mother  and  Sri Aurobindo.  When  we  read  his   Letters on Yoga, we wonder how Sri Aurobindo could get into the emotions, the mental make-up,  and  the  psychology  of  each  individual  that  he  interacted with to detect what the person was going through, in which stage of development and sadhana. Painstakingly he would reply to every small query  of  the  devotees  about  their  sadhana.  This  was  possible  only because he had travelled the whole gamut of this intense sadhana himself,  from  the  finite  to  the  infinite.  This  journey  is  described  in Savitri in graphic detail. At the same time, like us mortals, he also had his ups and downs and voids in his sadhana; there were times when he regressed to states that left him dumb and immobile. Therefore, he understands the difficulties and pitfalls on our path of sadhana which turns out to be so complex that at times we get confused. At such times his letters are a source of great hope and inspiration, that surmounting obstacles is a natural practice that everyone has to go 114
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through because it is not easy to overcome the pull of the Inconscient and the inertia of matter.

Even  after  attaining  such  a  high  state  of  consciousness,  Aswapati is  pulled  back  into  the  memory  of  the  past.  It  is  difficult  to  accept such  a  sudden  change  in  Aswapati’s  smooth  upward  sail.  But  if we look at the history of the world, whether political or cultural, we often observe periods of lull inactivity after lustrous periods of remarkable  achievements  in  the  various  civilisations.  Likewise,  in great dynasties too we have seen high periods of glory followed by grave inefficiencies causing great damage to their royal status. The same  is  experienced  in  our  individual  lives  too.  There  are  periods when we get burnt out or get into a state of despair that leaves us very  dull  for  some  time.  Aswapati,  having  travelled  to  height  after the  height  of  consciousness,  perhaps  needed  a  break  to  assimilate his new discoveries and adventures into the unknown. Which other place can be more intimate and cosier for him than his home, mother earth, which he has come to divinise? He comes back into our limited sphere so as to touch us with the glory of the Beyond. That is what is emphasised in these lines: Only awhile at first these heavenlier states, These large wide-poised upliftings could endure.

The high and luminous tension breaks too soon, (34) Aswapati’s luminous journey could not any longer bear the tension of those high strings and eventually came back into—

A nostalgia of old little works and joys,

A need to call back small familiar selves,

To tread the accustomed and inferior way (34) The word ‘inferior’ is in comparison to where he was in his sadhana, not in any negative sense of the term. The world of senses that we live in, guided by our desires and ego, is in any case the ‘accustomed’

region from where Aswapati originally took off. The narrow lanes of desire and ego are always inferior in the scale of our sadhana. The minimum is that we have to cross them to land in a purer zone of light. Here I would like to quote the Mother who further emphasises: You say that you wish to lead the spiritual life, but for that you should  understand  that  the  first  point  is  to  overcome  all  the First Steps of the Yoga of Aswapati 115

lower movements, all the attractions, all the attachments, for all these are  absolutely contrary  to the spiritual life. The spiritual life demands  that one is exclusively turned towards the Divine and the Divine  alone. (CWM 14: 112)

However, Aswapati had travelled much beyond the spiritual region, yet “ dull gravitation drags us down / To the blind driven inertia of our base” (Ibid). As I was discussing the purpose of his so-called ‘fall’ from the precipice, where he writes —

He comes unseen into our darker parts

And, curtained by the darkness, does his work, A subtle and all-knowing guest and guide,

Till they too feel the need and will to change. (35) His presence lent a higher law that we need to obey in our sadhana.

But  he  was  oscillating  between  the  frustrations  and  limitations  of our ethereal boundaries and the “remembered heights” that he had soared in his upward ascent. Finally, when “The glory of the integer of his soul” (35) grew in him and the “presence of the Eternal” (35) was established, “At last was won a firm spiritual poise” (36). He again finds himself in an impersonal space where all experiences are equal in their poise. “Inertia’s mass” and the “world’s Ignorance” got “chipped off”

(36) and he found himself in the arena of shining light, except that

“Only life’s lower reaches remained dim” (37). It may be that certain works remained to be done in the mental, vital and the lower levels of the Inconscient and the subconscient of which there is a hint here, although we can see that Aswapati is seated somewhere very high, higher than all his previous stations: “Life made its home on the high tops of self” (37).

After this we see Aswapati being visited by luminous experiences of the higher ranges of mind: “Splendours of insight”, “Visits of beauty”,

“storm-sweeps of delight”, “A wisdom-cry from rapt transcendences”,

“flashes  of  an  occult  Revealing  Light”,  “discernment”,  “inspired Knowledge”, and “A rapture of the thrilled undying Word” (37-38).

His  experiences  became  wider.  After  this  stage,  we  see Sri Aurobindo  describing  several  images  of  the  higher  worlds  of which we find references in the Vedas. These are not very easy to understand.  Let  me  refer  to  the  explanation  by  Dr  Ananda  Reddy 116
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in his book  Savitri: Its Profound and Magnificent Significance,  after stating a few lines from  Savitri.

Oft inspiration with her lightning feet,

A sudden messenger from the all-seeing tops,

Traversed the soundless corridors of his mind Bringing her rhythmic sense of hidden things. (38) Here  comes  the  mention  of  a  ‘She’  element,  a  mother  goddess element in the next few pages. Who are these figures? Around these lines  Sri Aurobindo  brings  about  the  mention  of  the  four  primary Goddesses that are Saraswati — Ila — Sarama and Dakshina. There is a reference to the Vedic story of Light and Knowledge being robbed by the Dark forces and kept hidden under the rock which was later discovered by the horse called Dadhikravan. It was with the help of goddess Sarama through her sharp intuitive faculty and Saraswati, the river of illumination and movement, that this discovery could be made.

Dr Reddy further explains,

These four aspects were Inspiration, Revelation, Discrimination and  what  he  calls  the  Truth-touch.  Sri  Aurobindo  described Inspiration as Truth-hearing and Revelation as Truth-seeing. Then the third one is Truth-touch, and lastly, we have Discernment of truth  or  discrimination.  ( Savitri: Its Profound and Magnificent Significance: 255) These four aspects are given proper names in the Vedas. Truth-hearing, is called Saraswati. Revelation or Truth-seeing is Goddess Ila.  Truth-touch,  is  represented  by  Goddess  Sarama.  And  the fourth one is embodied by Goddess Dakshina. (Ibid: 257) After his unique experience of the different ranges of mind along with their presiding goddesses, governing each of their worlds, with full splendour and effectivity, Aswapati becomes still and silent: Oceans of being met his voyaging soul Calling to infinite discovery;...

Timeless domains of joy and absolute power

Stretched out surrounded by the eternal hush; The ways that lead to endless happiness (39)

Hereafter, Aswapati sees images of the birth of the universe. He sees the “Everlasting through the years” (40), which is the spirit, and “The
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magician order of the cosmic Mind” (Ibid), in which the cosmic Mind is the bridge between the Infinite and the finite and brings order into the chaos as the world is formed. He sees “the spirit’s dance with Matter as its mask” (40). The truth of our existence is that we are masking the spirit within with the false mask of ignorant matter. He sees “the realism of  its  illusive  art,  /  Its logic of infinite intelligence”  (40). He caught a glimpse of the ‘AUM’ — the  sabdabrahman — the original mantra: “The letters stood out of the unmoving Word:” (40).

One after the other he realised the whole process of evolution, the Truth-will of the supreme consciousness, the “tree of cosmos”, the Aswattha. He saw “from the shadow of the Unknown / The bodiless Namelessness  that  saw  God  born”  (Ibid).  This  means  that  from  the Parabrahman — he saw how Prajna became Hiranyagarbha and then spread his Virat  roopa. As a Kavi and a  manishi,  he watches this whole Virat creation unfolding itself through all the stages of  jagrat,  swapna, sushupti  and  turya — the “superconscient Sleep” (41).

His inner being has become a sanctuary of Saraswati, the goddess of  inspiration  who  brings  down  the  Truth  from  above  and  gives  it form.  Now,  after  seeing  nature’s  work  through  the  evolutionary struggle between God and man, and through his ‘tapasya’ to became God, “A secret sense awoke that could perceive / A Presence and a Greatness  everywhere”  (42);  ‘sarvam khalu idam brahmam’ of the Omnipresence. He realised that all our suffering is because we have masked knowledge with ignorance. “The trudge of Time changed to a splendid march” (43), and for Aswapati, “Life now became a sure approach to God, / Existence a divine experiment” (43). “His being lay down in bright immobile peace / And bathed in wells of pure spiritual light” (43).

Thus came his soul’s release from Ignorance,

His mind and body’s first spiritual change.

A wide God-knowledge poured down from above,

A new world-knowledge broadened from within:

His daily thoughts looked up to the True and One, His commonest doings welled from an inner Light. (44) The  culminating  effect  of  all  these  tremendous  experiences  is that Aswapati, the great yogi, gets broadened and deepened in his
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understanding of this multi-layered universe and its manifestation and thus becomes the true representative of this world.
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X

Demystifying Words in  Savitri

Savitri is the Message – All else is a Preparation Narad

I have been reading  Savitri for many years, since 1961. I had received a copy of  The Odyssey: A Modern Sequel  by  Nikos  Kazantzakis, which  is  the  longest  poem  translated  into  English,  about  1/3  longer than  Savitri.  Savitri, however, is the longest epic poem written in English, though it is often said that Sri Aurobindo didn’t write in English, he wrote English. After reading the entire work of Kazantzakis with its hundreds of magnificent images of the sun and his beautiful language, I was given a copy of  Savitri. If I remember correctly, it was a gift from A.B. Purani who also gave me his book,  Savitri: An Approach and a Study.

After my first reading of  Savitri, I put  The Odyssey away forever along with the works of Dante, Milton, Virgil, and Goethe.  Savitri for me was the ultimate and no other works in epic poetry came even close. Yet my understanding of  Savitri was limited and many years would pass before it began to come directly into my psychic being without the mind’s intervention.

When Mother invited me to come to Auroville in 1969, saying “I feel you can do something there”, I carried  Savitri with me as my most precious gift. In 1970, Mother gave me permission to read  Savitri  at the Matrimandir workers camp and in the Matrimandir Nursery each week. I read it for nearly 12 years.  Savitri had become for me a way of life and yoga, my sadhana.

Years would pass as I continued reading  Savitri. My wife, Mary Helen, developed ovarian cancer and I was given the clear direction to stay with her through all the years of her pain and struggle to offer all her being to Sri Aurobindo and Mother. One of our last works together was to create a Lexicon of  Savitri. We chose from the following lines of Savitri for our title,  Lexicon of an Infinite Mind.

Were here the first lexicon of an infinite mind Translating the language of eternal bliss. (675) In those days, in the year 2000, there were still not many computers
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available to search words, so we had to put them all in a Word document and continually add new words each time we re-read  Savitri.

One  day  our  dear  friend  Madanlal  gave  us  a  copy  of  the

“Concordance”, a listing of all the words in  Savitri  by Mira Jyoti and her partner. This was an additional help, although there was still much work to be done. Many of the terms in  Savitri  are almost pure direct Vedic references and we found Purani’s book an excellent beginning.

Of course, we inevitably missed some words and greater minds will perhaps one day expand on our initial  Lexicon.

In all our studies of  Savitri  to that date we found many terms and phrases unique to the world, words defined by Sri Aurobindo in terms  of  his  Integral  Yoga.  This  necessitated  our  going  through  all his works and those of the Mother to give the  Lexicon the fullness of  depth  of  this  transformative  epic.  We  therefore  began  a  second work,  Supplement to the Lexicon of an Infinite Mind, in which we used our interviews from the past with questions on terms in  Savitri from  Nolini  Kanta  Gupta,  Amal  Kiran  (a  very  thorough  and  often brilliant explanation of terms), Madhav Pandit, Alok Pandey, Jhumur Bhattacharya and others.



***


I  would  like  to  share  an  experience  given  to  me  from  above  on three extraordinary passages. Of course, all adjectives such as brilliant, majestic,  etc.  are  insufficient  mental  approximations,  for   Savitri has been written from a plane so far above mind that our attempts at using adjectives fall woefully short. Here is the first passage: There is a purpose in each stumble and fall; Nature’s most careless lolling is a pose

Preparing some forward step, some deep result.

Ingenious notes plugged into a motived score, These million discords dot the harmonious theme Of the evolution’s huge orchestral dance. (658) A motif is a theme that may occur frequently or occasionally or is  heard  throughout  a  composition.  Merriam-Webster  gives  the following  definition:  “In  works  of  art,  a  motif  is  an  important  and noticeable element or feature that typically appears throughout the work. It can relate to the theme, or it can be the dominant or central Demystifying Words in  Savitri 121

idea itself.” So we have the “motived score”, a theme that runs through evolution, but ingenious notes are plugged into it, and the dance of evolution’s harmonious theme is dotted with millions of discords.

The second passage I would like to mention is in Book X, “The Book of the Double Twilight”, Canto III: “The Debate of Love and Death”, where we have this extraordinarily beautiful mantric passage of how

“this grand creation rose”:

This was the aim, this the supernal Law,

Nature’s allotted task when beauty-drenched

In dim mist waters of inconscient sleep,

Out of the Void this grand creation rose,—

For this the Spirit came into the Abyss

And charged with its power Matter’s unknowing Force, In Night’s bare session to cathedral light

In Death’s realm repatriate immortality. (632) In this passage there is a magical line: “In Night’s bare session to cathedral  Light.”  Note  here  that  Sri Aurobindo  has  capitalised  both

‘Night’  and  ‘Light’.  Nolini  once  told  me  that  when  Sri Aurobindo wanted  to  emphasise  the  essence  of  something,  the  truth  of  it, He  would  often  capitalise  the  word.  When  we  study  the  line  we marvelously see that Sri Aurobindo uses cathedral as a verb!

The third passage I would like to point out is just a single powerful line, one of the most succinct lines in  Savitri.  I am sure it has been written  about  by  other  sadhaks  who  have  a  far  greater  knowledge than I. Yet, I am guided to write what has come to me, continuing my life’s devotion to Sri Aurobindo’s  magnum opus, for me (and I believe for many), the greatest poem ever written.

“I am, I love, I see, I act, I will.” (594)

In  this  line,  spare  and  powerful  yet  containing  the  world  in  its meaning, Savitri first answers to Death: “I am”. Savitri knows well who she is, for the Divine Mother has entered into her. How few on this earth since man appeared could say “I am” knowing with the Supreme Knowledge  who  they  are  and  why  they  came!  Since  Savitri  is  fully conscious, not only of who she is but why she has taken birth and what her mission is on earth, only she can follow the words “I am” with “I love”. For she has incarnated the Divine Love in her human body in

122

Insights Into  Savitri

order to show us the way. It is only the Divine Love that has the power to  transform  this  earthly  life  from  a  field  of  pain  and  suffering  and sorrow and death to a divine life. This is suggested by Sri Aurobindo in another line: “Love in Her was wider than the universe” (15). In his letters, Sri Aurobindo has said, “To bring the Divine Love and Beauty and Ananda into the world is, indeed, the whole crown and essence of our yoga” (CWSA 29: 333). He clarified the nature of Divine Love in another letter saying: “Divine Love ...is again not something ethereal, cold and far, but a love absolutely intense, intimate and full of unity, closeness and rapture using all the nature for its expression” (Ibid: 344).

The self-born Force that is Savitri has also the Divine Vision — so she adds, “I see”.  Trikaldristi is the power to see past, present and future.

Savitri ‘sees’ all the past, aware that the Divine Mother has been on earth carrying the evolution forward since the symbol dawn of this divinely chosen planet.

Following these three statements with which she confronts Death, she says: “I act”. The action of the Divine Mother on earth, embodied in Savitri, not only has the power to confront Death but to defeat him, ushering in the new world. And lastly she says, “I will”. The action of the Divine Will on earth and in the cosmos as well holds the meaning of our existence. There are two very salient messages in the language of the flowers, revealed to us by Mother: “The Divine Will Acting in the Subconscient” with the Mother’s comment, “The rare moments when the Divine asserts Himself visibly,” and secondly, “The Divine Will Acting in the Inconscient” with the Mother’s comment, “Is all powerful even when we are not aware of it.” Savitri embodies this Divine Will and there are many passages in the epic that reveal that Will to us.

Here are three instances in Book I, Canto II: A point she had reached where life must be in vain Or, in her unborn element awake,

Her will must cancel her body’s destiny. (12) Ardent was her self-poised unstumbling will; (14) Her single will opposed the cosmic rule. (19) Savitri is the lever and the key to the future poetry. Contemplate, for a moment, this wondrous reply in six lines, of Satyavan to his father’s gentle scolding of Savitri.
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“Behold, at noon leaving this house of clay

I wandered in far-off eternities,

Yet still, a captive in her golden hands,

I tread your little hillock called green earth And in the moments of your transient sun

Live glad among the busy works of men.” (723) In  the  epic,  Satyavan’s  death  in  the  forest  takes  place  at  noon; it  is  not  a  departure  of  an  early  morning  soul  or  one  who  leaves enfolded in dark rooms. Satyavan, as Sri Aurobindo writes, “...is the soul carrying the truth of being within itself but descended into the grip of death and ignorance” (CWSA 33: Author’s Note). Descended into the grip of death and ignorance, the divine realised soul does not become ignorance but descends into death and then is saved by Savitri, the Divine Mother. After leaving his body “this house of clay”

and wandering “in far-off eternities”, all the while a captive in Savitri’s

“golden hands”, he returns and replies to his father, “I tread your little hillock called green earth”. For the soul, being released from the grip of death and ignorance after having traveled in “far-off eternities” —

where, we cannot even hazard a guess — and then returning to earth a joyous captive of the Divine Mother, the earth appears to be nothing more  than  a  green  hillock.  And  yet,  Satyavan  lives  “glad”  in  the moments of a sun that is transient, “among the busy works of men.”

As Sri Aurobindo once wrote to Dilip Kumar Roy (I paraphrase): ‘The earth is a conscious being and the world is only the form it takes to manifest.’ This statement of the Avatar, predating the Gaia theory by many years and far surpassing it in its infinite scope, promises an earth returned to beauty to manifest, unknown to man, an inconceivable perfection. I once wrote to Mother with a question about what would happen to plants and flowers in the New Creation. Her reply filled me with joy and gratitude for She said that the flowers would be among the  first  to  change  (be  transformed)  because  their  entire  life  is  an aspiration for light. Imagine the beauty to come with flowers brilliant with the Divine Light, colours such as never seen before, fragrances that can transform suffering and sorrow into a life free of pain and filled with joy!

We can end with this aspiration: This “little hillock”, divinely ordained
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for the manifestation of the life divine, must be nourished, protected, felt  and  ultimately  realised  as  a  conscious  being,  and  through  the sincerity, prayer and efforts of souls attuned to her infinite possibility of perfection, must be saved from the destruction and devastation that man has wreaked upon her.
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XI

The Human Enigma in  Savitri

Dr Chhalamayi Reddy

To speak about  Savitri is itself a sadhana. Many of us have the practice of reading  Savitri, and to me, the experience is like dealing with fire

— the fire of purification. The reading of  Savitri illumines the dark corners of my being; it helps me to clear my doubts and makes me understand and deal with the causes of the conflicts in my life.

But I feel unworthy and audacious to speak or explain about any part of it.  Savitri is the very consciousness of Sri Aurobindo and the Mother. Who are we to explain the meaning of its mantric poetry? A line from  Savitri describes what Sri Aurobindo has done in  Savitri — he has “translated the unthinkable into thought” (273). At the same time, the experience of reading  Savitri is so overwhelmingly blissful that one delights in wanting to share the thoughts and feelings that arise in us.

There are innumerable aspects of  Savitri  that one can speak about.

I  would  like  to  share  my  thoughts  on  the  aspect  of  the  human enigma — the situation in which man finds himself in this life. This I find very interesting and intriguing because as I mentioned earlier, the reading of  Savitri  helps us to identify our dark corners and unknot the problems faced by the individual.

Sri Aurobindo is a master psychologist describing all the intricacies of  the  human  predicament.  It  is  fascinating  how  it  mirrors  our situation perfectly and articulates our hardships with such clarity that it becomes a catharsis for us. I have absolutely no authority to claim to have understood  Savitri in any of its dimensions. What I intend to do is simply to share some of the lines that describe the dilemma that man is trapped into and to say something about them. I picked a few jewels from the immense treasure book of  Savitri and attempted to string them into a necklace.

What  is  the  present  situation  or  the  state  of  mankind?  To  begin with,  he  is  in  complete  ignorance  about  the  purpose  and  meaning of  his  life.  The  Mother  states  how  the  vast  majority  of  humanity  is totally unaware of the reason of our physical existence on earth. She 126
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explains how very few ask themselves even once what is the meaning of life. This results in confusion and in suffering due to ignorance. One doesn’t even think of thinking about it. One lives day to day and goes through the events of each day as they come. When one is young, one thinks of playing or learning and later when one grows up it is about the circumstances of life. The idea of asking about the meaning of life comes to some only when they are facing a catastrophe or extremely difficult situation. We have all experienced that we start searching for answers only when we are in a crisis. Then the search to know begins.

But what often happens is that instead of seeking answers or trying to make the situation better or resolve the problem that one is facing, one runs away, and tries to escape from it, to evade the situation. In Savitri, man’s state of ignorance is described thus: He is ignorant of the meaning of his life, He is ignorant of his high and splendid fate. (53) He knows not his own greatness nor his aim.

He has forgotten why he has come and whence. (337) Only when we go through a crisis we ask:

Why is it all and wherefore are we here? (441)...

What need had the soul of ignorance and tears?

Whence rose the call for sorrow and for pain?

Or all came helplessly without a cause? (441) The  Mother  speaks  of  four  categories  of  human  beings  of  which the first are those who live for themselves and act accordingly. The vast  majority  live  in  this  frame  of  mind.  This  is  what  Sri Aurobindo defines as a little life, which is the dominant perspective whom he calls economic barbarians. Their dominant characteristic is to possess and control everything within reach. Only the economic value of things matters. In  Savitri, this type of person is likened to...

An animal limited by its feeding-space.

It knew not the Immortal in its house;

It had no greater deeper cause to live. (149) A little joy and knowledge satisfied

This little being tied into a knot (148)

Such  a  life,  although  enjoyable  for  a  while,  will  inevitably  lead  to failure, frustration and pain. There is a long description in Book 2, Canto 10  of  three  types  of  human  beings  who  are  dominated  respectively
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by three the gunas: tamas, rajas and sattwa. Sri Aurobindo clarifies in detail how they colour a person’s mind and how life is bound by their influences. The tamasic person is a slave of a fixed mass of absolute rules; the rajasic person is like a huge chameleon golden blue and red snapping up insect joys as its favourite food, and the sattwic person, wisest of the three, is still ignorant of all but her own seeking mind.

Man believes that he is free and runs his own life, but in reality he is beset with powers and unseen world energies which act on him; he is moved by the forces of nature. He is like a puppet moved by these energies which pull him downwards and rebel against his higher tendencies. Sri Aurobindo says, The conscious doll is pushed a hundred ways

And feels the push but not the hands that drive For none can see the masked ironic troupe

To whom our figure-selves are marionettes, (162) Sri Aurobindo describes them as “agents of darkness imitating light”

(162). They are

Artists minute of the hues of littleness,

They set the mosaic of our comedy

Or plan the trivial tragedy of our days...

These unwise prompters of man’s ignorant heart...

And nimble scene-shifters of the human play,

Ever are busy with this ill-lit scene. (163)

Our lives are set as if a little drama on a stage. One is reminded of Shakespeare’s plays. Sri Aurobindo analyses in  The Synthesis of Yoga how existence and our psychological movements of the lower nature of mind, life and body are the interaction of the qualitative powers of the gunas. The large part of humanity lives in the domain of the tamas and rajas gunas.

Sri Aurobindo describes tamas as being characterised by blindness, unconsciousness, incapacity, unintelligence, dull sloth, torpid slumber, and indolence. He proclaims how at the heart of this inert impotence is the principle of ignorance. Mankind lives day to day and does not know  what  the  future  has  in store  for  him.  Ignorant  and  limited  in his vision, failing to decipher the purpose of living, he wants to be confined to a routine. He feels secure in the familiar, and labours for the hour, not for eternity. The majority of people, and even intellectual 128
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people,  are  perfectly  happy  being  busy  in  their  own  petty  lives,  in their little bit of progress. They have no interest to be anything else or engage in something greater than their regular work. As Sri Aurobindo says in  Savitri,

Absorbed in a routine of daily acts,

Our eyes are fixed on an external scene;

We hear the crash of the wheels of Circumstance And wonder at the hidden cause of things. (52) Following this first category of life, the Mother speaks of the second category of human beings who shape their lives around the love of another human being. The way of passion and action and thirst for desire is the mood of rajas. Human beings are full of desire but do not show it. We don’t express our need of wanting something, maybe we are even ashamed to acknowledge it to ourselves, but anything that we find pretty we desire to possess. The irony is that once we get it — and I think this has been the experience of all of us — we don’t even care to look at it again. It rarely continues to sustain our interest. As illustrated in  Savitri:

A burden of transient gains weighs down her steps And hardly under that load can she advance;

But the hours cry to her, she travels on

Passing from thought to thought, from want to want; Her greatest progress is a deepened need. (134) The drama of struggle and change, victory and defeat, joy and suffering, satisfaction and disappointment makes up the many-colored life in which we all take so much pleasure and enjoyment. Man’s desire-soul wants to fulfill all his fancies. He always wants more and more and is unable to stop seeking their fulfillment. He cannot take delight in life by experiencing the inherent bliss that is at the heart of everything without having to possess it. He needs to suffer the pangs of attachment.

We human beings lead a strange life. We are blind to the potential that life actually holds for us. We are in love with our smallness, our pettiness, our  limitations  and  we  find  comfort  in  our  selfishness.  We  are  afraid and we don’t like change, which would enable us to develop ourselves.

Instead,  we  cling  to  our  old  habits,  our  mindsets,  our  prejudices.  We desire growth and change for the better, but hold on to our old state of consciousness. We continually make the wrong choices in life and opt
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for what makes us decline. Human beings are full of a sense of vanity and self-importance about their own work and life, while being slaves to their desires and their petty ego. We could say there is a lot of movement without any real motion. These lines of  Savitri  aptly describe this: There was a voice of busy interchange, A market-place of trivial thoughts and acts:

A life soon spent, a mind the body’s slave

Here seemed the brilliant crown of Nature’s work, And tiny egos took the world as means

To sate awhile dwarf lusts and brief desires. (149) There is an inner contradiction in our life. We are a riddle of opposites.

The divine bliss can be experienced only in its absolute limitations in human life. We cannot take, we cannot stomach too much happiness.

We prefer our life to be sprinkled with a bit of sorrow and pain, just like what we watch in the serials on television. We want drama: we want happiness, we want pain, we want sorrow — all together at the same time. We enjoy strong sensations and drama. A life which is peaceful is generally considered boring. As is stated in  Savitri, Freedom he asks but needs to live in bonds, He has need of darkness to perceive some light And need of grief to feel a little bliss; (337) When there is a lot of light and glare it is difficult to see things clearly.

We need shadow to have a sense of depth and perspective. Similarly, when we have a happy situation or a happy life we are never satisfied; we are perpetually restless for more. We constantly feel that there is something wrong, something missing. Our craving is never satiated.

Tired soon of too much joy and happiness,

She needs the spur of pleasure and of pain

And the native taste of suffering and unrest: She strains for an end that never can she win. (118) A world that ever seeks for something missed, Hunts for the joy that earth has failed to keep. (132) These blind passions serve only our common bodily and emotional needs,  what  we  call  the  physical  mind  and  the  physical-vital  mind.

Instead of being the master over our senses, We have small aims with a narrow scope which serve only our own limited interests. We are preoccupied with very ordinary transient things; things which are really
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not important. Thought becomes a disservice and fails to take into account wisdom’s higher flight.

Time has he none to turn his eyes within...

His knowledge dwells in the house of ignorance (165) We say we don’t have time for the more important, deeper spiritual things in life. We have all the time for things which are temporary and unimportant. Although rajas bring with it activity and energy and the power to overcome, it moves in a half-light of ignorance. It moves in false knowledge of attachment and pain, disappointed desire, or grief of loss and failure.

His being was formed to play a trivial part

In a little drama on a petty stage; (166)

In the play of life, mankind is caught in the master knots of ego, desire, dualities and the play of the gunas. The ego does help in the formation of one’s personality, but as long as the sense of ‘I’ or the separate being seeks to dominate things, seeks to outshine, seeks to come to the front, to aggrandise, this division in the consciousness leads to limitation of consciousness in the body and the mind. This results  in  our  committing  wrong  acts.  Our  conscious  life  obeys inconscient laws for ignorant purposes and blind desires. Our hearts are moved by an ambiguous force.

Sri Aurobindo  accurately  analyses  how  human  beings  have  made evil a relief from spurious good. Mankind is attracted, is drawn to evil.

Sri Aurobindo says,

Joy nurtured tears and good an evil proved,

But never out of evil one plucked good:

Love ended early in hate, delight killed with pain, Truth into falsity grew and death ruled life. (207) Falsehood comes wearing the garb of truth and even with the very voice of God. Truth is exiled as long as we hug our limits to feel safe. We call it our comfort zone; we are totally in love with our comfort zones. We are all very happy to indulge in our familiar vices, and we are also comfortable with the chaos around us. We can equate the worst ills with the highest good. We accept evil and misery as our natural state. We are ready to suffer the consequences of what our relationships, our human attachments of The Human Enigma in  Savitri 131

the heart and flesh, bring to us. But we will not exercise our choice for that which actually empowers us with freedom: spiritual seeking.

Error is the comrade of our mortal thought

And falsehood lurks in the deep bosom of truth, Sin poisons with its vivid flowers of joy

Or leaves a red scar burnt across the soul;

Virtue is a grey bondage and a gaol.  ( 440) Sri Aurobindo captures in these beautiful lines our state of affairs: Only by suffering life grew colourful;

It needed the spice of pain, the salt of tears. (228) In the early morning if somebody comes and switches on the light on  when  we  are  asleep  we  cover  our  eyes.  Similarly,  we  shun  that which is good and beautiful, we turn away from true happiness like a cloying sweet. The suffering of man is a result of our selfishness and egoism. It comes from a feeling that our rights have been violated and that we have been deprived of our needs. Another reason for our suffering  is  the  pain  of  separation  caused  by  our  attachments.  See how these are described in  Savitri: Truth was exiled lest she should dare to speak And hurt the heart of darkness with her light Or bring her pride of knowledge to blaspheme

The settled anarchy of established things. (208) We want things to be as they are, we want to maintain the status quo.

We think of ourselves all the time, we refer everything to as ourselves.

We are governed by our own little person, placing ourselves in the centre and trying to organise the entire universe including God around ourselves as the most important thing. We are bound by our ego which makes us befriend falsehood and mistake it to be the truth. It is happening all the time! We believe half-truths to be ultimate truths and then legitimise actions connected to our ego and falsehood. We label it as practical.

Typically we indulge in exactly the same things for which we criticise and persecute others. This is a very common experience with all of us. As it is written in  Savitri, “She forces back to the beast the human fall” (224).

The divine element within us, the god-spark, the soul, is forfeited and only a mind and body live to die. But inherent at the very heart of man’s restlessness is life’s cry to outgrow itself. It’s reaching out for fulfillment.
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There is in mankind the sense of a striving towards perfection. It is the evolution of consciousness that is actually the propeller of our progress: The will to conquer and have to seize and keep, To enlarge life’s room and scope and pleasure’s range, To battle and overcome and make one’s own, The hope to mix one’s joy with others’ joy,

A yearning to possess and be possessed

To enjoy and be enjoyed, to feel, to live. (139-140) Mankind has the potential to exceed all his limitations and to forfeit the ignorance fathering his pain. We can and need to free ourselves from these restrictions. As stated in  Savitri: This is not all we are or all our world. (484) There is a Power within that knows beyond Our knowings; we are greater than our thoughts, And sometimes earth unveils that vision here. (397) In  Book  3,  Canto  4  there  runs  a  long  fitting  description  of  man’s dilemma.  When  the  divine  Presence  cautions  sage  Aswapati  that  he is all alone in his spiritual journey and that it is vain to try to change mankind or his world. He says that man is “a link between the demigod and the beast” (337). He is caught twixt this world and the higher realms of being; he is pulled downwards but his gaze is turned Godward. In  The Life Divine, Sri Aurobindo expounds that the whole crux and difficulty of human life lies in the fact that man’s mental consciousness does not have knowledge of its universality or even of the totality of his being. As a result, “that which he has become is out of harmony both with what the world of his habitation is and what he himself should be and is to be, therefore man is subject to these contradictions of the secret Truth of things” (53). In  Savitri, Sri Aurobindo says something similar, A giant Ignorance surrounds his lore.

Assigned to meet the cosmic mystery

In the dumb figure of a material world,

His passport of entry false and his personage, He is compelled to be what he is not;

He obeys the Inconscience he had come to rule And sinks in Matter to fulfil his soul. (337-338) Sri Aurobindo cites three reasons for the difficulties which arise from man’s imperfect poise of consciousness. The first is that he is aware of
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only a small part of his being and hence, lives physically, emotionally, intellectually  only  on  the  surface.  Secondly,  man  is  separated  in his mind, his life, his body from the universal, and thus is incapable of  knowing  his  fellow  creatures.  And  third,  the  difficulty  is  due  to the division between force and consciousness in the evolutionary existence. He explains how that ensures a constant conflict between the demands of the mind, life and the body. This, he says, is the war of our members which the mind cannot satisfactorily resolve. It has to deal with a problem insoluble to it — it is the aspiration of an immortal being in a mortal life and body.

The Mother too clarifies that the human individual is a very complex being. He is composed of innumerable elements, each one of which is an independent entity and almost a personality. The most contradictory elements are housed together. In the lines of  Savitri, His spirit and his members are at war; His heights break off too low to reach the skies, (337) Life’s  struggle  goes  on,  but  as  Sri Aurobindo  states,  it  is  not  a punishment  for  a  fall  as  it  is  considered  in  some  religions,  but  the conditions of a progress. These are the first elements of the work he has to fulfill, the price that he has to pay for the crown that he hopes to win.

There is no end or none can yet be seen:

Although defeated, life must struggle on;

Always she sees a crown she cannot grasp;

Her eyes are fixed beyond her fallen state. (198) His failure is not failure whom God leads;

Through all the slow mysterious march goes on: (198) Man  learns  by  committing  mistakes,  they  are  the  necessary experiences  to  dispel  the  delusion  of  superficial  knowledge  and  to start seeking the spirit. The tragic part is that, as written in  Savitri, “this mortal creature is his own worst foe” (440). And yet, The spirit rises mightier by defeat; Its godlike wings grow wider with each fall. (458) If humanity takes the opportunity to evolve from his falls, it can grow to a higher life. Then,

Out of earth’s heavy smallness we must break, We must search our nature with spiritual fire: An insect crawl preludes our glorious flight;

134

Insights Into  Savitri

Our human state cradles the future god,

Our mortal frailty an immortal force. (240)

If mankind aspires to transmute, to overcome, to evolve out of his present nature into a higher state of consciousness, he can grow out from the action of the two inferior gunas of tamas and rajas into the mode of sattwa, a more enlightened way that is directed to truth, goodness and beauty. It brings the right understanding, the right equilibrium, and the right order. Its temperament is the bright clearness of knowledge and a lucent warmth, sympathy and closeness. Mankind must seek to know himself, know his inner domains, how they function, and why are they in conflict. He needs to understand the point of harmony in them in order is to become the master of himself and then the master of the world.

When sattwa is the dominant guna, a person can consecrate his love for humanity and become useful to others, rather than purely to himself and to his near and dear. He can become useful to others without calculation or personal gain. This is the third kind of human being according to the Mother. Before finally giving themselves entirely to the Divine and living only for Him and through Him, which is the fourth and highest stage.

One of  Savitri’s many magnificent passages describing man’s higher possibilities of growth is in Book 4, Canto 3. These are among our favorite lines:

O Force-compelled, Fate-driven earth-born race, O petty adventurers in an infinite world

And prisoners of a dwarf humanity,

How long will you tread the circling tracks of mind Around your little self and petty things?

But not for a changeless littleness were you meant, Not for vain repetition were you built;

Out of the Immortal’s substance you were made; Your actions can be swift revealing steps,

Your life a changeful mould for growing gods. (370) When we evolve into this highest level of consciousness, this highest level  of  our  being,  we  are  in  touch  with  the  inner  light  and  raise ourselves to a greater life. We begin to feel the divine Presence in the outer forms around us, and the divine seed within begins to blossom and rise in an ardent aspiration for the Supreme.

All the world’s possibilities in man

Are waiting as the tree waits in its seed:
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His past lives in him; it drives his future’s pace; His present’s acts fashion his coming fate. (482) Life has a goal, and there is a progressive evolution which leads us to that goal. Once the individual becomes aware of the goal, he begins to thrill and resonate to the higher call and it opens up the glory and sublime experiences. This is beautifully described in  Savitri: This greater life is enamoured of the Unseen; It calls to some highest Light beyond its reach, It can feel the Silence that absolves the soul; It feels a saviour touch, a ray divine: Beauty and good and truth its godheads are. (179) If we triumph over our lower nature, break out from the bondage of our ego and seek to enlighten ourselves, the assurance and the promise is declared by Sri Aurobindo: “All would change if man could once consent to be spiritualised” (CWSA 13: 210) . And he gives the assurance of the resolution to all human problems: A Seer, a strong Creator, is within...

A greater destiny waits you in your front...

Yet shall the godhead grow within your hearts. (370) The human predicament thus will be resolved.
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XII


Insights into Avatarhood in  

Sri Aurobindo’s  Savitri

Dr Larry Seidlitz

Sri Aurobindo’s prose writings on Avatarhood, the incarnation of the divine Being in a material body, are found mainly in the book Essays on the Gita, where there are four chapters or approximately 50

pages devoted to the subject, and in his correspondence, where there are about 30 pages in  Letters on Yoga I and about the same number of pages in  Letters on Himself and the Ashram,  as well as  some scattered explanations in the volume  The Mother with Letters on the Mother. The chapters in  Essays on the Gita are more formally written on the main principles involved, whereas the letters are more informal and usually deal with specific issues and common objections to the concept. There is almost nothing on the topic in either  The Life Divine or  The Synthesis of Yoga,  his  two  major  works  on  his  spiritual  philosophy  and  yoga, respectively. Yet what we have in the former works is quite a remarkable treasure of reasoned insight, especially if we view Sri Aurobindo as an Avatar writing about Avatarhood. A few of the main points from these prose writings will be useful to frame our subject.

There are three essential points Sri Aurobindo discusses in his  Essays on the Gita regarding Avatarhood: its possibility, its central process, and  its  role  and  purpose.  Regarding  its  possibility,  Sri Aurobindo argues  that  Avatarhood  correlates  quite  comfortably  with  the views of those schools of Vedanta which regard the universe to be a manifestation of the Divine; in that case, there is no objection to either the existence of the Divine or that the Divine could manifest itself in a human being. In this view, everything is a partial expression in the form and force of the one divine Being. The materialist view of the universe does not recognise the existence of a divine being, an infinite oneness underlying all things and beings, so here the notion of an Avatar is not recognised. This is only to suggest that the notion of Avatarhood is consistent with a central strand of Vedantic thought which runs through the Upanishads, the Puranas, the great epics of Insights into Avatarhood in Sri Aurobindo’s  Savitri 137

the Mahabharata and Ramayana and into modern Vedantic traditions.

It is of course also recognised in the Christian tradition, but there only in the single instance of Christ.

Regarding the process of Avatarhood, Sri Aurobindo focuses on the distinction  between  the  divine  soul  evolving  in  nature  towards  the realisation of its oneness with the Divine, as opposed to the divine Being  manifesting  itself  directly  in  a  human  form.  It  can  be  put  in terms of the ascent of the divine gradually in the course of evolution and the descent of the Divine Being into a human being. There is a close relation between the two, for in both there is a divine and a human element. In Avatarhood, the one divine Being overtakes the human instrument and manifests itself through it, conditionally, since the instrument is limited by its humanity, but it nevertheless takes control of the instrument and utilises it according to its divine and omnipotent will. It restrains its omnipotence to suit its purposes — but it typically surpasses the limits of ordinary human beings and even extends the boundaries of those limits for ordinary humanity for the purpose of the further evolution of humanity. Moreover, in the Avatar the central consciousness of the person is identified with the Supreme Being;  it  is  the  Supreme  Being  wearing  a  human  form.  In  contrast, the  evolving  soul  in  humanity  has  the  divine  potentiality  within  it which is it progressively unrolling in the course of its evolution, and when  it  begins  to  reach  its  summits  it  unites  with  and   participates in  the  infinity  of  the  Supreme  Being,  but  nevertheless  remains  an individualised  portion  of  that  Being.  Even  at  its  summits  its  inner experience and its action and role in the manifestation are different from that of the Avatar.

Regarding  the  role  and  purpose  of  Avatarhood,  Sri Aurobindo argues  that  its  purpose  goes  beyond  the  Gita’s  pronouncements of  upholding  the  dharma  and  destroying  evil-doers,  but  rather  is fundamentally to support the evolution of the divine potentiality in mankind: to set an example; to reveal new possibilities of Godward expression in human life, for example, through spiritual and mental ideals,  religious  activities,  social  ideals,  ethics,  morality;  and  also  to infuse into individual souls and collective souls a greater divine power and uplifting consciousness. At the same time, the Avatar may come 138
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to intervene at outwardly critical periods in the evolution which are symptomatic  of  the  need  for  inner  growth  against  the  obstinate resistance of the recalcitrant physical and vital parts of nature.

In   Savitri,   we  get  something  different  than  in  Sri Aurobindo’s prose  writings  about  Avatarhood,  perhaps  even  more  valuable and voluminous, and that is a more subjective account, written in a more vivid and experiential language. We might say it is more autobiographical,  an  illustrative  account  of  what  it  is  like  to  be  an Avatar. It is not portrayed as autobiographical per se, rather, there are two protagonists in the poem’s story, Aswapati and Savitri, who are portrayed as Avatars, but there is a fairly obvious correlation between their portrayals with the lives and inner experiences of Sri Aurobindo and  the  Mother.  Sri Aurobindo  himself  in  the  Author’s  Note  at  the start of the poem says that “this is not a mere allegory, the characters are not personified qualities, but incarnations or emanations of living and conscious Forces with whom we can enter into concrete touch and they take human bodies in order to help man and show him the way from his mortal state to a divine consciousness and immortal life”.

There is also this important line from one his letters about  Savitri: “I have not anywhere in  Savitri written anything for the sake of mere picturesqueness or merely to produce a rhetorical effect; what I am trying to do everywhere in the poem is to express exactly something seen, something felt or experienced...” (CWSA 27: 343). This suggests that the experiences which are attributed to the main protagonists in the poem are experiences seen or felt or experienced by the author himself. He also said that “Savitri is represented in the poem as an incarnation of the Divine Mother” (Ibid: 276), but in addition to this there are many fairly obvious corollaries between the character Savitri and the Mother which give us some confidence that Savitri’s experiences in the poem pertain to the Mother’s.

In  terms  of  the  breadth  or  extensiveness  of  the  insights  into Avatarhood in  Savitri, in one sense the whole poem is nothing but this, that is, a commentary on the experience and work of the Avatar, and indeed one could say, the experience and work of Sri Aurobindo and  the  Mother.  Roughly  the  first  half  of  the  book  concerns  the inner experiences of Aswapati, which many commentators take Insights into Avatarhood in Sri Aurobindo’s  Savitri 139

to  correspond  to  Sri Aurobindo’s  own  experiences,  and  roughly the second half of the book concerns the inner experiences of the character Savitri, which seem to correspond to the Mother’s experiences. Whereas much of the book pertains to the experiences and  activities  of  the  two  protagonists  in  their  inner  consciousness, there are certain parts of the poem which describe the nature and cosmic role of the two characters, and it is from these parts that we can  select  some  especially  revealing  passages  that  more  directly give insight into the nature and role of the Avatar. Having said this, however, it is important to add that this is still a creative work of art, and  Sri Aurobindo  nowhere  suggests  that  it  is  an  autobiographical account  of  his  or  the  Mother’s  inner  or  outer  life.  However autobiographical it may or may not be, the accuracy of its reflection of their own lives is not the point, the main point is that the poetry provides  insight  into  the  nature  and  role  of  Avatarhood,  which  is what the characters Aswapati and Savitri are represented to be, as suggested quite explicitly in the poem itself. And it is on this point that we may as well begin our analysis of Avatarhood in  Savitri.

Regarding  the  Avatarhood  of  Aswapati,  Sri Aurobindo  is  quite explicit about this in his first introduction of the character: His was a spirit that stooped from larger spheres Into our province of ephemeral sight,

A colonist from immortality.

A pointing beam on earth’s uncertain roads,

His birth held up a symbol and a sign;

His human self like a translucent cloak

Covered the All-Wise who leads the unseeing world.

Affiliated to cosmic Space and Time

And paying here God’s debt to earth and man

A greater sonship was his divine right.

Although consenting to mortal ignorance,

His knowledge shared the Light ineffable.

A strength of the original Permanence

Entangled in the moment and its flow,

He kept the vision of the Vasts behind:

A power was in him from the Unknowable. (22)

We may note that the passage affirms some of the important points
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about Avatarhood mentioned previously which are discussed in Essays on the Gita. These include the idea that the Avatar has both divine and human aspects, but that the divine aspect predominates and utilises the human part as an instrument, here referred to as a cloak or garment. It also affirms the Avatar’s potential omniscience and  omnipotence,  while  holding  them  back  from  the  surface consciousness and action and putting forward only what is necessary for his role and work, as in the couplet “Although consenting to mortal ignorance, / His knowledge shared the Light ineffable” as well as the line “He kept the vision of the Vast behind”. The same goes for his omnipotent power, e.g., “A power was in him from the Unknowable.”

Regarding Savitri’s Avatarhood, we find these remarkable lines as part of her description early in the poem:

The great World-Mother now in her arose:

A living choice reversed fate’s cold dead turn, Affirmed the spirit’s tread on Circumstance,

Pressed back the senseless dire revolving Wheel And stopped the mute march of Necessity.

A flaming warrior from the eternal peaks

Empowered to force the door denied and closed Smote from Death’s visage its dumb absolute

And burst the bounds of consciousness and Time. (21) In  this  brief  passage,  Savitri  is  identified  with  the  “great  World-Mother”, and described as “A flaming warrior from the eternal peaks”.

We  also  are  given  hints  of  her  role  and  purpose,  to  open  up  the present limitations of nature, “to force the door denied and closed”, and reverse “fate’s cold dead turn”, in other words, to overcome death, for in a line afterwards, he says that she “Smote from Death’s visage its dumb absolute”, which suggests that she violently and forcefully removed the seeming absoluteness of death’s appearance.

Another  passage  from  the  second  half  of  the  poem  in  a  canto describing Savitri’s birth and childhood is perhaps more explicit about her Avatarhood:

A mediating ray had touched the earth

Bridging the gulf between man’s mind and God’s; Its brightness linked our transience to the Unknown.

A spirit of its celestial source aware
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Translating heaven into a human shape

Descended into earth’s imperfect mould

And wept not fallen to mortality,

But looked on all with large and tranquil eyes.

One had returned from the transcendent planes And bore anew the load of mortal breath,

Who had striven of old with our darkness and our pain; She took again her divine unfinished task:

Survivor of death and the aeonic years,

Once more with her fathomless heart she fronted Time. (353) This is a beautiful passage that communicates the relation between the divine and human aspects of Savitri. She is like a mediating ray of  sunlight  between  God  and  humankind,  and  though  human,  she is aware of her divine source, and she translates the divine beauty of  heaven  into  a  human  form.  Although  her  human  form  may  be undivine and imperfect compared to heaven, she assumes the form willingly, “with large and tranquil eyes”, which suggests knowingly and calmly, in order to accomplish her work here in the world. Moreover, she is taking up this work not for the first time, but is taking it up again  as  an  unfinished  task  that  she  has  been  labouring  over  for “aeonic  years”,  for  long  ages,  in  numberless  lives,  combating  “our darkness  and  our  pain”.  And  finally,  Sri Aurobindo  points  out  that she  takes  up  this  work  with  her  “fathomless  heart”;  it  is  with  her deep love for the evolving godhead in man that she confronts the difficulty of the task before her, to confront and vanquish death itself.

We know from  Mother’s Agenda where she often talked about it that overcoming or transforming death was also a focus of the Mother’s work in her later years.

Let us look more specifically of the experience of Avatarhood, especially in terms of the Avatar’s greater than human consciousness and power. Here Aswapati’s experience is described: As so he grew into his larger self,

Humanity framed his movements less and less;

A greater being saw a greater world.

A fearless will for knowledge dared to erase

The lines of safety Reason draws that bar

Mind’s soar, soul’s dive into the Infinite.
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Even his first steps broke our small earth-bounds And loitered in a vaster freer air.

In hands sustained by a transfiguring Might

He caught up lightly like a giant’s bow

Left slumbering in a sealed and secret cave

The powers that sleep unused in man within. (26) We  can  point  out  a  few  features  of  this  passage  and  relate  them to  the  prose  writings  discussed  earlier.  We  note  again  that  there  is described the combination of divine and human qualities in the Avatar, and that as Aswapati develops — we don’t know for how long — the divine qualities overtake the human: “As so he grew into his larger self / Humanity framed his movements less and less; / A greater being saw a greater world.” We do see that this development occurs quite rapidly:

“Even  his  first  steps  broke  our  small  earth-bounds  /  And  loitered  in a vaster freer air.” There is both a heightening of awareness and the growth of immense will power, and indeed these two are linked: “A fearless will for knowledge dared to erase / The lines of safety Reason draws that bar / Mind’s soar, soul’s dive into the Infinite.” It is interesting that Aswapati finds and utilises powers that are latent within all human beings: “He caught up lightly like a giant’s bow / Left slumbering in a sealed and secret cave / The powers that sleep unused in man within.”

We have noted that an important part of the purpose for Avatarhood is to set an example for humanity in order to further the evolutionary development of the human soul. There are divine potentialities within the human soul that we can develop, and here the Avatar is unearthing and utilising these powers buried in our inner subliminal consciousness, and doing this brilliantly and with apparent ease.

This description of Aswapati continues for several more pages, and then at the end of this canto, Sri Aurobindo gives one of the most powerful passages in the poem describing Aswapati’s greatness. The passage is about one page long, so I will break it into two parts and comment on each.

Thus came his soul’s release from Ignorance,

His mind and body’s first spiritual change.

A wide God-knowledge poured down from above,

A new world-knowledge broadened from within:

His daily thoughts looked up to the True and One,
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His commonest doings welled from an inner Light.

Awakened to the lines that Nature hides,

Attuned to her movements that exceed our ken, He grew one with a covert universe.

His grasp surprised her mightiest energies’ springs; He spoke with the unknown Guardians of the worlds, Forms he descried our mortal eyes see not.

His wide eyes bodied viewless entities,

He saw the cosmic forces at their work

And felt the occult impulse behind man’s will.

Time’s secrets were to him an oft-read book;

The records of the future and the past

Outlined their excerpts on the etheric page. (44) There are a few points that can be highlighted. Aswapati has gone through a psychic and spiritual transformation of his nature, of his mind, life  and  body.  As  mentioned  in  the  passage  read  earlier,  Aswapati’s consciousness  has  developed,  and  though  we  don’t  know  how  long this took, it appears to have happened quite rapidly. In terms of the story-line,  it  occurs  before  the  birth  of  his  daughter  Savitri.  This development  is  important  because  it  suggests  that  even  the  Avatar goes  through  a  process  in  the  awakening  of  the  higher  spiritual consciousness and its transformation of the nature — it doesn’t occur instantaneously or immediately from birth. Sri Aurobindo has explained that he also underwent a discipline and practice to develop his spiritual consciousness,  it  did  not  come  at  once,  though  it  did  come  quite rapidly. We see for example in his yogic diary called the  Record of Yoga that for years he worked on developing the kinds of abilities mentioned in this passage. These abilities that were attained are described here as a vast spiritual knowledge descending into him, an expanding knowledge of the world and its workings, a seeing and understanding of the large cosmic forces at work in the universe, an awakening to the worlds and beings of the inner consciousness and a living interaction with them, even  a  unification  and  identification  of  his  consciousness  and  being with them, and finally it mentions a knowledge of past and future time.

This short passage gives us a vivid picture of the Avatar’s consciousness.

Now let us read the remainder of the passage: One and harmonious by the Maker’s skill,
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The human in him paced with the divine;

His acts betrayed not the interior flame.

This forged the greatness of his front to earth.

A genius heightened in his body’s cells

That knew the meaning of his fate-hedged works Akin to the march of unaccomplished Powers

Beyond life’s arc in spirit’s immensities.

Apart he lived in his mind’s solitude,

A demigod shaping the lives of men:

One soul’s ambition lifted up the race;

A Power worked, but none knew whence it came.

The universal strengths were linked with his; Filling earth’s smallness with their boundless breadths, He drew the energies that transmute an age.

Immeasurable by the common look,

He made great dreams a mould for coming things And cast his deeds like bronze to front the years.

His walk through Time outstripped the human stride.

Lonely his days and splendid like the sun’s. (44-45) In this latter part of the passage we are again told of the divine and human aspects of the Avatar, but here we are shown that the two are beautifully integrated, that they are made “One and harmonious by the Maker’s skill”. Moreover, the human aspects also develop into greatness and  keep  pace  with  the  development  of  the  divine  aspects.  What  is emphasised most in this part of the passage is the tremendous divine Power working in and through the Avatar. This Power is linked with the “universal strengths”, and “He drew the energies that transmute an age”, which suggests that he brings these powers to bear upon the world’s development. He foresees what is to develop in the future, and gives this vision to humanity: “He made great dreams a mould for coming things”.

Moreover, he acts in the world in a powerful way to gradually lead it towards its higher possibilities: “And cast his deeds like bronze to front the years.” We can think of the writing of the book  Savitri itself as one of these deeds that are cast like bronze and that will endure for centuries to inspire humanity to strive towards a higher spiritual life. At the end, there is what seems to be a kind of poignant personal note conveying that the Avatar is so far out front of humanity and its understanding that he may feel alone: “Lonely his days and splendid like the sun’s”. (45) Insights into Avatarhood in Sri Aurobindo’s  Savitri 145

In the description of the development of Savitri’s consciousness during  her  childhood,  we  find  some  similarities  with  Aswapati’s experience but also some differences.

Some missioned Power in the half-wakened frame Nursed a transcendent birth’s dumb glorious seed For which this vivid tenement was made.

But soon the link of soul with form grew sure; Flooded was the dim cave with slow conscient light, The seed grew into a delicate marvellous bud, The bud disclosed a great and heavenly bloom.

At once she seemed to found a mightier race. (355) It is interesting that Sri Aurobindo describes a Power, perhaps from Savitri’s soul, that seems to oversee and assist or nurse the development of her consciousness. But this process seems to be completed quickly, because he says, “but soon the link of soul with form grew sure.” Once that link was made, she was flooded with the light of consciousness and her being blossomed. When he says “At once she seemed to found a mightier race” it suggests her greatness and superiority to ordinary humanity, but also the nature of her mission, the purpose for which she came on earth, “to found a mightier race”.

Savitri also undergoes a process of spiritual development, but it is more a natural process than a discipline, a turning inward to her deep soul in response to the ordeal she faces in her outer life, that ordeal being the fated death of her husband Satyavan after just one year of marriage.

In that process of inner development, she realises her Avatarhood, her divine Self as the Divine Mother, and the power to vanquish death. At the time of Satyavan’s death, she encounters the god of death as he begins to take Satyavan’s soul, and her first words to Death convey the power of her will to stand up to death and defeat him: I bow not to thee, O huge mask of death, Black lie of night to the cowed soul of man,

Unreal, inescapable end of things,

Thou grim jest played with the immortal spirit.

Conscious of immortality I walk.

A victor spirit conscious of my force,

Not as a suppliant to thy gates I came:

Unslain I have survived the clutch of Night...
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Now in the wrestling of the splendid gods

My spirit shall be obstinate and strong

Against the vast refusal of the world... (588) We see that she is conscious of her divinity and immortality:

“Conscious  of  immortality  I  walk.  /  A  victor  spirit  conscious  of  my force”. And now she is prepared to wrestle with the “vast refusal of the world”, its refusal to accept the Divine and a divinised life.

While it is true that the Avatar has the omnipotence of the Divine at its disposal, its purpose for embodiment in a human form is not to miraculously  transform  the  world  with  a  snap  of  his  fingers.  It  is  just one  important  part  of  the  progressive,  evolutionary  development of consciousness and earthly life towards a divine consciousness and life. Avatarhood is there to  assist in this development, not to be a substitute for it. Sri Aurobindo says in a letter, “Because he chooses to limit or determine his action by conditions, it does not make him less omnipotent. His self-limitation is itself an act of omnipotence” (CWSA 28: 476). In another letter, he says, “The Divine Consciousness is omnipotent but it has put forth the instrumental personality in Nature, under the conditions of Nature, and it uses it according to the rules of the game — though also sometimes to change the rules of the game” (Ibid: 472-473).

These considerations underlie another crucial aspect of the phenomenon of Avatarhood and the subjective experience of the Avatar, the aspect of struggle and suffering in the battle against the inertia  and  resistance  to  change  that  is  strongly  rooted  in  material Nature, “Against the vast refusal of the world” as it is put by Savitri.

This aspect is poignantly described at length in  Savitri in the canto

“The Way of Fate and the Problem of Pain”. Here I highlight one of the most powerful passages on this issue which is conveyed by the character Narad, a heavenly sage who explains the ordeal that Savitri must face. Here he is speaking generally about the nature and role of the Avatar, not of Savitri specifically, but it is meant to apply to her.

Just prior to this passage he has alluded to the experience of Christ who suffered and died on the cross for humanity.

But when God’s messenger comes to help the world And lead the soul of earth to higher things,

He too must carry the yoke he came to unloose;
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He too must bear the pang that he would heal: Exempt and unafflicted by earth’s fate,

How shall he cure the ills he never felt?

He covers the world’s agony with his calm;

But though to the outward eye no sign appears And peace is given to our torn human hearts,

The struggle is there and paid the unseen price; The fire, the strife, the wrestle are within.

He carries the suffering world in his own breast; Its sins weigh on his thoughts, its grief is his: Earth’s ancient load lies heavy on his soul;

Night and its powers beleaguer his tardy steps, The Titan adversary’s clutch he bears;

His march is a battle and a pilgrimage.

Life’s evil smites, he is stricken with the world’s pain: A million wounds gape in his secret heart.

He journeys sleepless through an unending night; Antagonist forces crowd across his path;

A siege, a combat is his inner life. (446)

I  will  highlight  a  few  significant  points  that  are  made  in  this interesting  and  moving  passage.  The  main  point  is  that  the  Avatar truly feels and undergoes the pain and suffering that he has come on earth to heal; he cannot remain “Exempt and unafflicted by earth’s fate”.  In  a  letter  about  the  struggles  of  the  Avatar,  Sri Aurobindo says, “if the sufferings and struggles are to be of any help, they must be real. A sham or falsehood cannot help. They must be as real as the  struggles  and  sufferings  of  men  themselves—the  Divine  bears them and at the same time shows the way out of them” ( Letters on Yoga I: 472). The Avatar may not show his suffering outwardly, but nevertheless “The struggle is there and paid the unseen price; / The fire, the strife, the wrestle are within.” The line which starts this same sentence,  “He  covers  the  world’s  agony  with  his  calm”,  reminds  of us Sri Aurobindo himself, as he always appeared so calm, and the people around him perhaps did not realise the suffering he endured within. It was left to the Mother to point it out to us on his epitaph engraved on his Samadhi, “Before thee who hast done so much for us, whom hast worked, struggled, suffered, hoped, endured so much...”

The  passage  in   Savitri  reveals  that  the  sufferings  endured  by  the
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Avatar  are  much  greater  than  that  of  ordinary  people  because  his consciousness is universal, he bears not only his individual sufferings like other human beings but also the sufferings of humanity and the whole world: “He carries the suffering world in his own breast”. We tend  to  compartmentalise  the  sufferings  of  others  and  effectively ignore them so that we don’t have to experience them, but the Avatar cannot ignore them, he is identified with all. He must also contend with the hostile Powers who attack him in particular with all their ferocity,  for  his  presence  and  actions  threaten  their  reign  over  the earth and even their very existence. Moreover, the Avatar’s task, or at least Sri Aurobindo’s and the Mother’s task, was to go down into the very heart of the darkness, into the inconscient base of our material existence, to bring the divine light there, which is suggested in the line “he journeys sleepless through an unending night”.

We  are  given  graphic  depictions  of  this  journey  into  Night experienced  by  both  Aswapati  and  Savitri.  We  can  recount  a  brief sample of relevant passages, first from Aswapati’s journey: As from a womb obscure he saw emerge

The body and visage of a dark Unseen

Hidden behind the fair outsides of life.

Its dangerous commerce is our suffering’s cause.

Its breath is a subtle poison in men’s hearts; All evil starts from that ambiguous face.

A peril haunted now the common air;

The world grew full of menacing Energies,

And wherever turned for help or hope his eyes, In field and house, in street and camp and mart He met the prowl and stealthy come and go

Of armed disquieting bodied Influences. (205) We  see  in  this  canto  called  “The  Descent  into  Night”  the  inner journey that Aswapati took into the very heart of the darkness and evil that afflicts the world. In order to find the key to change, he had to experience this hell. This is just one haunting image of this dark and evil realm, but Sri Aurobindo recounts numerous variations on it, each more horrible than the last. The journey continues into the next canto called “The World of Falsehood, the Mother of Evil and the Sons of Darkness”,
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where he says, “In Hell he sought the root and cause of Hell” (230), and where “He saw the secret key of Nature’s change” (231).

Let me also read out a brief passage recounting Savitri’s journey into this realm from the canto titled “The Journey in Eternal Night and the Voice of the Darkness”:

A mystery of terror’s boundlessness,

Gathering its hungry strength the huge pitiless void Surrounded slowly with its soundless depths,

And monstrous, cavernous, a shapeless throat

Devoured her into its shadowy strangling mass, The fierce spiritual agony of a dream...

In the smothering stress of this stupendous Nought Mind could not think, breath could not breathe, the soul Could not remember or feel itself; it seemed

A hollow gulf of sterile emptiness,

A zero oblivious of the sum it closed,

An abnegation of the Maker’s joy

Saved by no wide repose, no depth of peace. (583) These passages give us a taste of the horror and terror that these Avatars confronted in their love for the world and for humanity in  order  to  deliver  us  from  this  darkness  and  evil.  Of  course,  they carried  with  them  the  light  and  power  of  the  Supreme  Being  into that  darkness,  but  at  the  same  time  they  were  human  beings  and in that confrontation, their omniscience and omnipotence were sometimes held back and not necessarily evident to their experience.

The  experiences  conveyed  here,  the  terror  and  the  suffering,  as Sri Aurobindo explained in his comments, were real and not a sham.

But it was not to suffer that they came; the Avatar comes to deliver, to  lead  humanity  to  a  higher  rung  of  the  evolutionary  ladder.  This greater divine consciousness and power and delight that they sought for  humanity  they  also  had  to  discover  and  bring  down  into  their human lives and bodies. We end our presentation with a depiction of that beatitude which they realised in their own inner experience and outer life and won for humanity’s future.

A mightier race shall inhabit the mortal’s world.

On Nature’s luminous tops, on the Spirit’s ground, The superman shall reign as king of life,
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Make earth almost the mate and peer of heaven, And lead towards God and truth man’s ignorant heart And lift towards godhead his mortality...

Then in the process of evolving Time

All shall be drawn into a single plan,

A divine harmony shall be earth’s law,

Beauty and joy remould her way to live:

Even the body shall remember God,

Nature shall draw back from mortality

And Spirit’s fires shall guide the earth’s blind force; Knowledge shall bring into the aspirant Thought A high proximity to Truth and God.

The supermind shall claim the world for Light And thrill with love of God the enamoured heart And place Light’s crown on Nature’s lifted head And found Light’s reign on her unshaking base. (706-707) Works Cited
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XIII

Transformation and Transcendence in  Savitri

Dr Madhumita Dutta

Savitri: A Legend and a Symbol is a Mahayogi’s  magnum opus and we can rightly say ‘here is God’s plenty’, nay God’s all. Out of the poet’s experience is culled the philosophy of life, answering all doubts and queries of existence. Sri Aurobindo’s revolutionary ideas on the subject of Transformation and Transcendence are major themes in the epic, and a cardinal aspect of Aurobindonian Integral Philosophy and Yoga. Sri Aurobindo works upon and through a popular ancient legend, and as such we relate it with the past, but more importantly we relate it with the seer-poet’s vision of the future. Here we have a whole study of the Future by the supreme yogi of Futurology, spelling out the future of the spiritual transformation of the human race. Today we are advanced so far as to imagine new spaces created by ‘technological mutation’, but this is nowhere near the Aurobindonian concept of the Superman.

Sri Aurobindo, decades ago had gone several crucial steps ahead in the direction of the Transhuman. In fact, all our researches, scientific endeavours, experiments, theories of the transhuman/posthuman are inspired by the Mantra of Transcendence. There is this primal instinct deeply etched in the human and terrestrial consciousness to preserve life, and to upgrade to improved and better conditions of existence. This instinct itself belies a fundamental dissatisfaction and accompanying desire to transcend limitations. Man —  homo sapiens — is himself a product of this effort at self-exceeding. And he too must be surpassed and superseded by the Superman. This exceeding shall be through a radical transformation affecting the cellular life too. K.D. Sethna rightly addressed Sri Aurobindo as the ‘Einstein of the super-science of the soul’. True, Sri Aurobindo was the Yogi-scientist who has uttered the final word in the genetics of transformation. In  Savitri, as in other major prose-works, he lays out the detailed scheme of transformation and all that it entails. In  The Life Divine Sri Aurobindo wrote: The earliest preoccupation of man in his awakened thoughts and ...inevitable and ultimate preoccupation—is also the highest Transformation and Transcendence in  Savitri 153

which his thought can envisage. It manifests itself in the divination of Godhead, the impulse towards perfection, the search after pure Truth and unmixed Bliss, the sense of a secret immortality... The earliest formula of Wisdom promises to be its last—God, Light, Freedom, Immortality. (CWSA 21: 1) We need to be transformed because it is our ancient aspiration and  future  necessity. We  may  pretend  to  be  satisfied with  material comforts, but the urge that propels us to seek immortality will not allow us to rest content with this modicum of achievement of the mere ‘mental being’. We have not reached a state of perfection, so we need the cure for imperfection. Modern researchers suggest that there  are  thirty  or  so  biological  needs  for  man  to  live  a  good  life.

But, above and beyond these bio-social needs man does dream of something else — the ‘golden superfluities’. He is thirsty for another kind of knowledge; man, the mental being, the thinking animal, has to go beyond: “Her greatest progress is a deepened need” (134).

Today we stand between two terms, two worlds—one dying and the other waiting to be born. We are transitional beings. And Sri Aurobindo tells us of our ‘divine prospects’, of our ‘victorious transformation’, and in  Savitri he gives us his prophetic visions of a transformed earth, with Savitri’s final victory over Death. King Aswapati stands as the ‘pre-cursor and pre-requisite for the supramental race.’ So, in his prayer we hear the  aspiration  of  all  mankind.  Sri Aurobindo  says:  “A world’s desire compelled her mortal birth.” (22) What is this desire, and why the need for transformation? According to Sri Aurobindo, the aim is to become the Divine Superman, a perfect vessel of the Godhead, and it must be so as man’s nature is to transcend himself. In  Savitri he wrote: To uncover the spirit, to change back into God, To exceed herself is her transcendent task. (23) The  individual  and  the  terrestrial  aspirations  merge  and  progress towards divinisation of all: Nature moves toward supernature, Yoga moves towards God; the world-impulse & the human aspiration are one movement and the same journey.. (CWSA 12: 121)

So we may better appreciate Aswapati’s role as an aspirant for
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one like Savitri who shall descend on the earth-plane and help to  transform  its  conditions.  It  is  a  total  transformation  that  is envisaged—the  divine  beings  of  the  future  are  to  inhabit  a  divine world. Sri Aurobindo is not for any personal salvation, neither does he advocate a salvation ‘beyond’ this earth. It may be supra-mental, but not supra-terrestrial. As he said: “...we have to be released in the world, not released out of the world”. (Ibid: 25) Thus,  we  hear  Aswapati  pleading  with  the  Divine  Mother  for  the “descent of Godhead into the embodied Nature” (Ibid: 95): “...mission to earth some living form of Thee”. (345)

Aswapati prepares the field, the receptacle for the power to descend.

Savitri takes birth, puts on the garb of mortality to win immortality for man. For, man is a transitional being, imperfect, mortal, and it is precisely because of this dissatisfaction with his present state that there is need for progress. Sri Aurobindo reminds us: A deathbound littleness is not all we are: Immortal our forgotten vastnesses

Await discovery in our summit selves; (46)

The  aim  of  Sri Aurobindo’s  and  the  Mother’s  yoga  was  earth-redemption.  It  was  to  show  man  his  way  towards  progressive transformation.  He  felt  that  it  was  the  task  of  the  yogi  to  ‘eliminate sorrow  and  weakness  from  the  little  corners  of  existence  and  time.’

Sri Aurobindo  and  the  Mother  thought  in  terms  of  cosmic  salvation rather than individual moksha. So, Sri Aurobindo says of Yogi Aswapati: His single freedom could not satisfy,

Her light, her bliss he asked for earth and men. (315) Liberation  of  the  Purusa  is  half  the  work  done;  transformation  of Prakriti completes the work. As the Mother said: The goal is not to lose oneself in the Divine Consciousness. The goal is to let the Divine Consciousness penetrate into Matter and transform it. (CWM 15: 84) It is the spiritualisation of Matter, the divinisation of earth that this Yoga was aiming at. The soul is immortal and free; it is the ‘body’ that must be saved and transformed. After all it is only the ‘glorified’ body that can save the world. Satyavan realizes this and says: Transformation and Transcendence in  Savitri 155

The Spirit was saved, the body lost and mute

Lived still with Death and ancient Ignorance. (406) He  expresses  his  deep,  ardent  wish,  voicing  again  the  eternal aspiration of mankind for immortality:

My body like my spirit shall be free.

It shall escape from Death and Ignorance. (406) It is more than a wish—it is a certainty, a faith, a belief—in the inevitability of transformation, as strong as is our belief now in the inevitability of Death. Through ‘self-enlargement, self-fulfilment, self-evolution’ we must become what we are in our ‘secret self and spirit’.

And we must also believe that there exist worlds beyond and behind the gross material, and there is more to life than what is experienced by the physical senses. We have to step out of this colossal ignorance of identifying the self with the ego. Sri Aurobindo says in  Savitri: This bodily appearance is not all; The form deceives, the person is a mask

Hid deep in man celestial powers can dwell. (23) And these divine powers may be awakened and made to act upon our  lives  by  the  practise  of  Yoga.  Not  rejection,  but  assimilation  and transformation  is  the  Aurobindonian  formula  for  Transcendence.

The  object  of  his  yoga,  as  he  declared,  was  ‘self-perfection,  not  self-annulment’.  He  never  advocated  withdrawal  from  the  universe,  but

‘perfection in the universe’. Of course, that is not easily done. We have to battle with and conquer obstacles in our way to progress. And the final victory, the last transformation shall be when Death has been conquered.

Sri Aurobindo tells us of three kinds or stages of Transformation—

the Psychic, the Spiritual, and the Supramental. Psychic transformation is  the  opening  of  the  inner  mind,  inner  vital,  inner  physical,  and thereby  becoming  aware  of  all  that  lies  behind  the  surface  mind and  life.  The  seeker  comes  in  contact  with  the  Divine  through  his psychic consciousness. With the opening of the psychic, intuitive and discriminatory  powers  are  awakened  and  our  ego  knots  begin  to loosen. The next progress is the realisation of the larger, cosmic self.

There is a sense of liberation from shackles, and sometimes at this stage,  the  mind  may  draw  a  blank.  Sri Aurobindo  says  that  with  the ascension into the higher consciousness, the descent of higher powers
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into the whole being is also needed. Only then can come about the full spiritual transformation. There is a sense of the Infinite and the Eternal.

In   Savitri,  we  see  how  Yogi  Aswapati  achieves  this  through   tapasya.

After the spiritual transformation comes the crowning movement of the Supramental transformation. It is not easy to explain in human terms what this entails; it is more a matter of experience and realisation. Yet, we may put it simply as living and abiding in the Divine Consciousness.

And for this final transformation, ‘participation and consent of the Purusa is not sufficient, consent and participation of Prakriti is also needed’.  Obviously,  it  is  a  colossal  change  that  Sri Aurobindo  is talking about, a Yogic metamorphosis of man and earth. It means the replacement of the ordinary consciousness by the Yogic one. But for this radical change, Sri Aurobindo says, intervention of the supramental power and its direct action in earth-existence is needed. The goal is to bring down heaven on earth. As he writes in  Savitri: Bringing down God to the insentient globe, Lifting earth-beings to immortality. (702)

How can we bring it about? Sri Aurobindo says there are two inner changes which help in this—the secret soul from within comes to the front followed by the unhindered growth of the Divine presence in life, and the percolating of the Divine Light and Force into the entire being. These are two signs of our conversion and consecration. But for this, we have to aspire and seek for the change, and be ready to accept the conditions: But first high Truth must set her feet on Earth And man aspire to the Eternal’s light

And all his members feel the Spirit’s touch

And all his life obey an inner Force. (708)

We  have  to  have  substitutes—egoism  is  to  be  replaced  by  divine consciousness, ignorance by wisdom, struggle by divine force. We must put in all efforts to control our baser, animal nature, check our desires and impulses which impede our progress to the higher consciousness.

We must also utilise our vital energies in a positive way. The primary aim is to get rid of the ego. This done, we can see ‘all world and nature in its own infinity’, as Sri Aurobindo says. With the sense of separative ego gone, all sense of fear also disappears, because then there is no enemy and no ‘other’. In fact major problems of life arise because of Transformation and Transcendence in  Savitri 157

this  separative  consciousness.  The  world  is  split  in  ever-increasing divisions, which seem irremediable. But with our non-dual vision and sense of unity, problems of existence can be solved on a colossal scale.

One  yogic  way  of  transformation  is  opening  of  the  Chakras,  energy centres in the body, which are still occult parts of our being, according to Sri Aurobindo. In  Savitri, Sri Aurobindo recounts in poetic terms the ascent and descent of the energy-force in the centres of consciousness.

He describes how the power from Savitri’s summit being came down first in the ‘centre in her brow’, writes. This entails opening of the third eye—eternal  wisdom.  Then  the  force  travels  into  the  ‘lotus  of  her throat of song/And in her speech throbbed the Immortal Word’. Then, Sri Aurobindo describes how the power ‘glided into the lotus of her heart/And woke in it the Force that alters Fate’. Then into the navel’s lotus depth, and finally into the last centre where coiled the ‘World-Energy sleeps’. And it ‘smote’ that dumb, latent, inert serpent force into such action as it ‘blazing towered and clasped the World-Self above’

and joined ‘Matter’s dumbness to the Spirit’s hush’. The individual entity disappears and merges with the Supreme Consciousness. Then comes about Savitri’s transformation:

Thus changed she waited for the Word to speak. (665) This  is  a  spiritual  technique  relating  to  the  neurohormonal mechanisms of the body and may be learnt under expert guidance.

This helps us to achieve a kind of transformation to higher levels of consciousness. Sri Aurobindo says that ‘to be able to live permanently in  this  new  consciousness  of  our  real,  integral  being  is  to  attain liberation and enjoy immortality.’  This is what Savitri achieves: In the nudity of thy discovered self, In a bare identity with all that is,

Disrobed of thy covering of humanity,

Divested of the dense veil of human Thought

Made one with every mind and body and heart,

Made one with all Nature and with Self and God,... (699) This  is  the  kind  of  spiritual  transformation  the  soul  aspires  for.

There  has  to  be  an  enlargement,  heightening  and  widening  of the  consciousness.  Not  only  ascent  to  the  higher,  but  descent  of the  higher  powers  are  also  of  importance  in  Yoga.  That  is  why Sri Aurobindo’s  Yoga  is  Integral.  There  has  to  be  a  journey  within, 158
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to the ‘inmost and profoundest’ within us and also upward beyond

‘mind-being’  to  the  superconscient  domains.  There  has  to  be  a shift  in  consciousness—we  have  to  exceed  our  small,  egoistic, limited  personality  and  become  the  inner  and  greater  person.  In the Aurobindonian scheme, establishment of Truth only does not complete the process of evolution; there has to be the negation of Falsehood  also.  Or  else,  Savitri,  the  supreme  yogi  would  not  have fought the cosmic battle with Death for the transformation of earth.

Transformed herself, she has immense powers in her to bring about change in earth conditions. She does not escape the earth, she is here to transform it. Sri Aurobindo says:

Human she was once more, earth’s Savitri,

Yet felt in her illimitable change.

A power dwelt in her soul too great for earth, A bliss lived in her heart too large for heaven; Light too intense for thought and love too boundless For earth’s emotions lit her skies of mind. (715) For this kind of transformation, much has to be overcome, subtle battles have to be fought, obstacles have to be removed and the obscure and the limited, body and matter have to be divinised. For, Sri Aurobindo says, if we are seeking for and aiming at total perfection and transcendence ‘nothing must be left out of consideration’. Time and again he has told us that ‘nothing essential must be left out in the totality of the earth-change’. So, Savitri in her battle for divinisation has to overcome, win and transform all that is there in the terrestrial plane most resistant to change, especially the Physical. It was the yogic endeavour of Sri Aurobindo and the Mother to see how Matter can also be transformed into a means of ‘revelation of the spiritual reality’. In  Savitri we witness a pitched battle with the resistance of Matter and Death.

This body of ours is the material basis, the instrument which we must use for progress, and we cannot ignore either the reality of it or its importance. Sri Aurobindo says that it is because of the body that man has risen above the animal, because we receive and serve a progressive mental illumination through it. And it is by developing a  body  capable  of  receiving  and  serving  a  still  higher  illumination that man will rise above himself and realise his Divinity. In the past and in other philosophical systems, the body has been considered an Transformation and Transcendence in  Savitri 159

impediment and therefore to be discarded. The body has been the great difficulty, the stumbling block, an ‘especial object of loathing’

by the ascetic. But it is precisely this ‘obscure burden’ this ‘material grossness’  that  has  to  be  transformed  if  we  are  to  make  progress along the spiritual way. What we need to overcome is the ‘opposition of the Ignorance that does not want the transformation of Nature’.

Thus, Savitri is faced with an immense task, because material nature is most resistant to change:

Hard is it to persuade earth-nature’s change; Mortality bears ill the eternal’s touch. (7)

Sri Aurobindo  in  his  yogic  experiences  found  out  about  the  hard resistance of lower nature, and in  Savitri he wrote: There is a darkness in terrestrial things

That will not suffer long too glad a note. (17) In these lines we have uttered another supreme truth of the human and  earth-consciousness.  We  humans  identify  everything  with  the body. All our efforts today are ways and procedures directed towards extension of our bodily existence. That is the ground reality for us.

And so we must strive to make our body a more conscious instrument for progress, so that it becomes an agent in the Transformation. The Physical  has  to  be  transformed  so  that  ‘heaven  might  native  grow on  mortal  soil’.  And  for  this,  says  Sri Aurobindo,  ‘altered  must  be Nature’s harsh economy.’ In the epic he lays out the grand plan of the ‘alteration’ following the trajectory of Aswapati’s and Savitri’s Yoga.

The possibility of the transformation of the body bound to terrestrial Nature was hardly considered by yogis of the past. Traditionally the body has been regarded as an obstacle, limited by the Inconscient.

But Sri Aurobindo says that considering the body as an obstacle and something absolutely unchangeable is:

...suitable  for  a  sadhana  that  sees  earth  only  as  a  field  of ignorance,... but... insufficient for a sadhana which conceives of a divine life upon earth and liberation of earth-nature itself as part of a total purpose of the embodiment of the spirit here... (CWSA 13: 540) And precisely that is the purpose of Sri Aurobindo’s and the Mother’s  yoga.  For  a  divine  life  on  earth,  a  union  of  the  ‘two ends of existence’ is indispensable—the spiritual summit and the 160
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material  base’.  Nothing  is  left  out  of  the  total  endeavour.  Even  in the Inconscient there is the secret consciousness concealed, and so it can grow in light, knowledge and bliss. For this, purification of its  materiality  has  to  be  effected.  It  has  to  be  a  new  kind  of  body of the future, not subject to the obligatory law of its animality. The Mother experimented in this field and has told us about ‘cellular transformation’, and ‘passage to the next species’. She wrote: Till now the godhead had always to leave the physical body with the work of transformation unfinished. (CWM 13: 54) Sri Aurobindo and the Mother came to complete the unfinished task of aeons; so Material nature in this yogic scheme becomes important.

Thus, Sri Aurobindo says of Savitri:

Out of a timeless barrier she must break, (13) The  ‘absolute,  invincible  and  unchangeable’  must  also  be transformed. Spiritualised earth, Divine Life and Supramentalised body is the future promised to man. The Mother herself was engaged in the exploration of consciousness and down in the cellular level she discovered the key to the reconstruction of the body. The closer she came to that level, she found that Death dissolved, it had no reality.

And ‘heaviness of Matter’ also disappears. And she definitely found and said that the ‘marvel of physical freedom is concealed within our cells. And in  Savitri  Sri Aurobindo wrote: In our body’s cells there sits a hidden Power. (169) In the course of his yoga Aswapati discovers the same secret as the Mother did when she reached the mind of the cells. Aswapati knows that: Almighty powers are shut in Nature’s cells. (370) So we must awaken that power. There has to be a natural mastery by will power, and when the will controls the body, physical health will be safeguarded naturally. Sri Aurobindo experimented and found that it is possible for the body to draw sustenance from the universal life-force without any loss to the body cells or impairment of its mechanism. A change in consciousness is needed so that by and by we can conquer and do away with the use for material organs, or reduce their use to the minimum. We have to preserve all that is needed, but transformed and  perfected.  The  post-human  or  transhuman  will  probably  be of the same form and shape, but it shall be a divinised body, with Transformation and Transcendence in  Savitri 161

infinite power unimaginable today. Sri Aurobindo puts the stress on perfection and transformation, not on rejection. The future has to be:

...a continuity from the human to the divine body, no breaking away to something unrecognisable but a high sequel to what has already been achieved and in part perfected. (CWSA 13: 556) Henceforth  it  is  going  to  be  an  evolution  of  consciousness.  Till then there is another fearful option of discarding the body—Death, or  dissolution  of  the  physical  frame.  Death  stands  as  the  greatest obstacle in the path of evolution. It is this big obstacle that Savitri has to confront, defeat and transform. But here we meet with a great paradox. Sri Aurobindo writes in  Savitri that death is a shadow on the divine path, a sinister bar on immortality. At the same time it is also “man’s poignant need of immortality” (666):

Death is our road to immortality, (424)

Why do we desire immortality? Precisely because we do not have it, because we are mortals. Death itself is our reason for the struggle to  survive.  Not  knowing  death,  we  shall  never  seek  for  its  remedy.

Presently, man is imperfect, life is in a chaotic shape, and that is why all the more we are in need of transformation of this condition.

Sri Aurobindo says:

A secret Will compels us to endure. (197)

This ‘will’ is the inherent, latent desire, the aspiration for immortality, for light, bliss, freedom—the secret will that compels the evolution of the earth and man Godwards. And Death comes as a bar and an aid both. Sri Aurobindo writes in  Savitri: Death is a passage, not the goal of our walk; Some ancient deep impulsion labours on: Our souls are dragged as with a hidden leash,... (197) In  the  epic  we  see  how  Satyavan,  who  is  in  the  grip  of  Death,  is saved by the divine power of Savitri. For that Death itself has to be transformed,  and  the  conditions  of  existence  altered.  Till  Death  is conquered,  the  yogic  task  remains  incomplete.  Thus  Aswapati  is admonished by the Divine Mother: How shall thy mighty spirit brook repose

While Death is still unconquered on the earth And Time a field of suffering and pain? (335) Savitri has to descend to complete the unfinished task of centuries.

Salvation  has  to  be  physical.  And  Sri Aurobindo  points  out  that  the
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body can endure only if the ‘causes of decay and disruption can be overcome’. To give immortality to imperfect man will be turning the boon to a curse of an eternal cycle of pain and grief. So, the body has to become a fit instrument to bear the higher powers. Till then the soul would find some way to abandon it. So Death, at this moment, is an evolutionary necessity. It is, as Sri Aurobindo says in  Savitri, ‘our road to  immortality’.  The  Mother  also  said  that  dissolution  of  forms  is  a necessity, through which can be affected a renewal and progress. This is the import of words of sage Narad when he advices and consoles King Aswapati and his Queen about Satyavan’s imminent death: In vain thou mournest that Satyavan must die; His death is a beginning of greater life, Death is the spirit’s opportunity...

And love and death conspire towards one great end. (459) This form, the body, which is only a temporary personality, has to dissolve. What is temporary, what is not permanent cannot endure. In our present evolutionary state therefore, death becomes a necessity; the body, made in the old way, must be discarded. The Mother says that if the physical form can become more pliant, and the cells awakened to change, then there shall be no need of a drastic dissolution. But this transformation is indeed difficult because Matter offers resistance and the ego-bound and mind-bound man seems content with his modicum of pleasures. Only the supramental force can overcome this difficulty, Sri Aurobindo tells us, and for the next step in evolution the descent of the Divine Consciousness is imperative. Therefore, the birth of Savitri is necessary to transform man and earth and help man transcend his mortality. To bring out the hidden possibilities of Matter, to disclose their innate divinity, was the aim of Sri Aurobindo’s and the Mother’s yoga, and the purpose of Savitri’s quest. Satyavan, as we have seen, realises the need to save his body. And Savitri saves him, and conquers death, by the power for Love.

What is this power, what kind of love is that which can stand as mighty  opponent  to  the  dire  enemy  Death?  The  God  of  Death  in his arguments with Savitri tells her that human love is no more than sensual pleasure, an imaginary ecstasy. But Savitri offers in turn the gravest arguments in favour of what she knows and calls ‘Love’, and Transformation and Transcendence in  Savitri 163

explains the nature and power of love ‘that knows not Death’. She defiantly retorts to Death’s arguments:

My love is not a hunger of the heart,

My love is not a craving of the flesh;

It came to me from God, to God returns. (612) Sri Aurobindo says that a ‘supreme divine Love is a creative power’.

Savitri, standing at the spearhead of our evolutionary march, comes to us as the supreme Creatrix and therefore armed with this supreme power. She is the embodiment of that love which is ‘pure, grand, a deep uniting Ananda, and not the ‘weak, transient thing’ we humans call love. Divine love, which is a universal power, does not depend on vital passions or physical cravings, but on recognition of ‘soul by soul’.

As Savitri assures her parents that her love is strong enough to protect both herself and Satyavan. The Queen mother tells her, and in these her words we hear words of supreme philosophical truth: Only when thou hast climbed above thy mind

And livs’t in the calm vastness of the One

Can love be eternal in the eternal Bliss

And love divine replace the human tie. (434)

This  power  is  not  in  the  possession  of  human  beings.  But  Savitri reaches  those  depths  and  heights  of  consciousness  when  she  can house within her that immense power, that Mystic Flame that can remake the world. The creative power of love is her weapon against Death. Sri Aurobindo says: To live, to love are signs of infinite things, Love is a glory from eternity’s spheres.

Abased, disfigured, mocked by baser mights

That steal his name and shape and ecstasy,

He is still the godhead by which all can change. (397) Unfortunately, we humans have made of love a lust, greed, hunger.

Physical love likes only to receive, and obeys the law of hunger rather than the law of giving or surrendering. But true love is that in which

‘the joy of giving is equal to the joy of receiving and tends to become even greater.’ It is entirely selfless and motiveless and self-existent. It is a mystic union as that of Savitri and Satyavan—God and man, Atma and Paramatma. And the supreme moment when this is recognised is  when  love,  that  indescribable  feeling  of  oneness,  takes  birth.  In 164
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beautiful words of poetry Sri Aurobindo tells us of this apocalyptic moment when:

A mystery wakes in our inconscient stuff,

A bliss is born that can remake our life.

Love dwells in us like an unopened flower

Awaiting a rapid moment of the soul. (397-98) There is the intimacy, the bliss, the rapture born of the sense of immediate  identity;  love  becomes  an  adoration,  the  human  passion is  glorified  and  throbs  with  a  spiritual  force.  But  Sri Aurobindo  also cautions us about this kind of love which is rarely to be found with man: Rare is the cup fit for love’s nectar wine, As rare the vessel that can hold God’s birth;... (398) Savitri is that rare individual who can hold within her being that large universal love, calm and intense and powerful. She says: The heart that loved man thrills to the love of God, A body is his chamber and his shrine.

Then is our being rescued from separateness;... (632) It is this kind of love, of ‘beauty, sweetness, splendour’, that gives the supreme liberation. Sri Aurobindo also says that Divine Love is the

‘most powerful of all redeeming and creative forces’. It is a surrender to the beloved, an act of supreme faith, faith such as Satyavan’s when in his dying moments he utters in agony:

Perhaps because thou touchest, death may pass. (564) Love, Sri Aurobindo says, is the crown of knowledge also—leading us from the ignorance of separative consciousness and division to the delight of union. Savitri’s is the soul that knows and sees the deep, eternal Truth in transient things. She tells her mighty opponent: My love is stronger than the bonds of Fate;... (633) But the powers she has gained by  tapasya is not for the redemption of  one  man  alone.  It  is  to  transform  and  redeem  the  whole  of mankind. The powers which have descended have to percolate every level of the being to establish the permanent foundations of the Life Divine. Thus Savitri spells out her life’s mission: In me the spirit of immortal love Stretches its arms out to embrace mankind. (686) And what shall mankind gain by this great sacrifice? If we are able to
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sustain that transfiguring touch, then a divine body, immense power, immortality, all will be ours. Our deepest aspirations and desires shall be fulfilled. A rising to higher planes of consciousness, transcending the  rigidity  of  human  laws  and  fixed  destiny,  a  body  free  from disorders and imperfections will be our gains when there is a radical transformation of consciousness. Then, shall ‘mere men into spiritual beings  grow.’  And  when  we  grow  out  of  the  ‘limiting  breadths  of mind’ then: A divine force shall flow through tissue and cell And take charge of breath and speech and act... (710) In  The Life Divine Sri Aurobindo says that the integral transformation is a ‘complete and radical change which establishes a secure and settled new principle, a new creation, a permanent order of being in the field of terrestrial Nature.’ And this is the inter-relationship between divinisation and globalisation. Sri Aurobindo does not remain limited with the idea of individual transformation. His was a world-redeeming yoga, aimed at  world-transformation.  And  when  the  supramental  force  descends, all will be transformed into the likeness of Divine Nature. It shall be a transformation of world-consciousness and action: All then shall change, a magic order come Overtopping this mechanical universe.

A mightier race shall inhabit the mortal’s world.

A divine harmony shall be earth’s law...

Even the body shall remember God...

A greater truth than earth’s shall roof-in earth... (706-07) This will entail a new principle of consciousness, a different mode of survival. Then intelligence will not be of the machine but that of the  Divine  Consciousness.  Sri Aurobindo  says  it  will  be  an  ascent from peak to peak. But conquest is not enough. We have to turn to bring  down  the  power  and  illumination  of  the  heights  we  conquer into  the  lower  planes.  There  is  an  ascent  and  descent  both,  and assimilation  and  transformation.  This  is  the  Aurobindonian  formula for  transcendence.  In  fact,  we  are  overtly  and  openly  waiting  for that ‘magic order’. This is evident in our haunting passion and over-anxiety about our future, which spills out in the form of the many discourses of ‘human exceeding’ and the many experiments to know what lies beyond the ‘human’. But all our transhuman approaches and 166
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projects  of  the  post-human  give  us  an  ‘intelligent’  species,  not  the

‘gnostic species’. We have our imaginary ‘homo superior’, the superior man  perhaps,  but  surely  not  the  Superman.  It  is  not  possible  by technological means. The Mother said: “The spirituality of tomorrow will take up matter and transform it.” (CWM 15: 85) But we have stopped short of our investigation into the world of the spirit, and today our man-nature or man-universe interface is directed by technology. We have not created the Superman, only our alter — egos  in  the  transgenic  organisms  which  display  the  heights  of  our mental achievement—the hybrids, zombies, cyborgs—these mutants are  our  fearful  ‘other’  now.  Our  several  and  repeated  attempts  at going beyond the human have left us at the margins of an alien world, a  non-human  and  non-lingual  scary  space.  But  we  do  not  realise that the superman cannot be made by technology; to overcome the human we need a radical change of consciousness. It is by spiritual transmutation and not by technological mutation that the Superman shall  be  heralded.  And  yet,  we  can  see  that  through  all  these  post modern theories and experiments like transhumanism, extropianism post-genderism,  immortalism  and  others,  the  same  deep,  inherent, latent aspiration of the human mind to transcend limitations taking shape. Science tells us that we are innately geared to crave this, and that  our  brains  are  evolutionarily  wired  up  for  transcendence.  In fact, the motive-force of evolution has always been this urge of the higher principles for manifestation. So, now evolution cannot but be in the direction of the manifestation of the Spirit, which is already involved in Matter. We have tried to bridge the micro-macro gap with machine  intelligence  and  artificial  life  products.  Technology  allows us to speculate on life ‘as-it-might-be’ in the future. In place of the ‘might-be’  Sri Aurobindo  gives  us  the  vision  of  life  ‘as-it-shall-be’.

And he is not speculating. His words are final, they ring with the Truth of his own experiments. Sri Aurobindo and the Mother worked and experimented in the laboratory of the soul, and have opened those

‘flaming doors of ecstasy’ which the future gnostic race shall enter.

The Human, and the silicon-based organism also, shall be exceeded and superseded and replaced by the Aurobindonian Superman, different  in  kind  and  degree  from  the  mind-dominated  man.  The
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Posthumanist,  Transhumanist,  Extropianist,  Postgenderist  certainly have an aspirational and optimistic view of the future, but it is not the prophetic, visionary and definitive view of the future as laid out by Sri Aurobindo. Beyond the cyborg and the Superfold, and the mutant and the hybrid, at the new frontier of Time, stands the Superman, the Transformed being, transformed in such a way that all his movements ‘become ready to manifest the Supramental Truth’. We shall grow into the  ‘God-Light  and  God-Force’  and  ‘Earth  shall  be  touched  by  the Supreme’, chants the poet of  Savitri. 

The journey has to be from animality to Divinity, and this cycle of evolution must go on till we return to God, till we reach the supreme status  of  Sachhidananda.  Sri Aurobindo  offers  us  his  pragmatic philosophy of evolution and transformation, with Freedom and Harmony as key concepts. We cannot see so far into the future. But then, what the Mahayogi says must be true. And Sri Aurobindo asks of the sceptic and the cynic, ‘was then the Sun a dream because it is Night?’ Savitri asks the rhetorical question which serves as its own retort to anyone who looks upon the reality of the Spirit as hoax. She says: Because the dark atheist body knows him not, Must the sage deny the Light, the seer his soul? (649) Transcendence of the human condition is a fact of the future, and what this future shall be like is revealed in lines of wonderful poetry at the end of Sri Aurobindo’s epic. The forest—dwellers feel the joy and beauty, the rapture of the transformed scene when Savitri turns homeward with Satyavan. And Sri Aurobindo says: Now grief is dead and serene bliss remains... (720) That is the result of transformation. The Mother also said that when the Supramental manifests, an unequalled joy spreads over the earth.

And  to  the  query  of  the  wise  sages  of  the  forest  about  the  happy change around them, Savitri says:

That to feel love and oneness is to live

And this the magic of our golden change,

Is all the truth I know or seek, O sage. (724) To love all, to feel concretely the ‘oneness’ of all is surely the mark of a higher, altered state of consciousness, and implies an end to all strife and discord and the attainment of a ‘miraculous harmony’. We may
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be light-years away from it, but the promised new dawn shall surely come.  The  Mother  said  there  is  the  seed  of  the  Divine  order  even within this confusion. The earth has to call and the Divine shall answer.

Sri Aurobindo writes in  Savitri:

A date is fixed in the calendar of the Unknown, An anniversary of the Birth sublime:

Our soul shall justify its chequered walk,

All will come near that is now naught or far. (59) Work Cited
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Sri Aurobindo’s  Savitri:  


An Adventure of Consciousness

Dr Charan Singh Kedarkhandi


I sport with solitude here in my regions,

Of misadventure have made me a friend.

Who would live largely ? Who would live freely?

Here to the wind-swept uplands ascend.

I am the Lord of tempest and mountain,

I am the Spirit of freedom and pride.

Stark must he be and a kinsman to danger

Who shares my kingdom and walks at my side. (CWSA 2: 201) Written within the premises of the Alipore jail between May 1908

to May 1909, the above lines are from Sri Aurobindo’s oft quoted poem  Invitation.  And what a marvellous  invitation  this is ! This is an invitation from one who has become a friend of ‘misadventure’ and who is sporting with ‘solitude’ in his lofty and lonely highlands. But, interestingly, the invitation comes with some forewarnings too: the receiver of the invitation must be a samurai, a powerful warrior, a hero warrior who is fit enough to take on the tornadoes head on ! He must be ‘a kinsman to danger’, fully familiar with rumbling and tumbling of the voyage, the fears and forebodings of midway, the premonitions and  privations  of  the  adventure.  Faint-hearted  are  not  welcome.

Hence, the invitation comes with full forewarnings and, without any enticement and equivocation. Accepting the invitation will make the receiver  large and free, beyond dualities and shenanigans of joy and sorrow, profit and loss, enough and scanty, victories and defeats.

No surprise that there are but a few takers of this call, few daredevils of this path, very few hero warriors on the path of Sri Aurobindo’s spiritual  adventure!  All  of  Sri Aurobindo’s  life  and  legacy  is  but  an adventure,  a  saga  of  unparalleled  ups  and  downs,  of  unimaginable vicissitudes,  of  indescribable  thrills  and  throes.  His  yoga  sadhana, his poetic audacities, his philosophical flights, the profundities of his patriotism, the depths of his nationalism, the height of his dreams of 170
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superhumanity are but adventures of consciousness. Everywhere we see loftiness of vision, splendours of realization and experiences of highest spirituality. Sri Aurobindo has lived and lived largely ! And he does not stop to personal experience. He calls us for adventure, to make our lives equally sublime and majestic, immaculate and invincible. We continue to receive endless invitations from Sri Aurobindo, through his poetry and speeches, his records and writings.

In this brief study, this scholar will try to establish how Sri Aurobindo uses his most powerful poetic tapasya,  Savitri, as a tool of spiritual adventure and a living record of the highest fulfilment of man’s earthly dreams.  The  entire  poetry  becomes  a  tool  of  experimentation  and adventure in the hands of Sri Aurobindo. He  sees  and then  reveals  the scene  for  us.  Savitri  becomes  the  apogee  of  his  poetic  adventures, his  delights  with  visions  and  spiritual  experiences.  Very  masterfully Sri Aurobindo has turned this poem into a poetic laboratory of human consciousness, a fruitful tool of realization, weapon of spiritual action.

Replying about the nature and purpose of Savitri he says, In fact,  Savitri has not been regarded by me as a poem to be written and finished, but as a field of experimentation to see how far poetry could be written from one’s own yogic consciousness and how that could be made creative. (CWSA 27: 272) Sri Aurobindo has been greatly successful in this poetic experiment.

He has made  Savitri a vast field of experience and creative experiments, a living records of yogic powers, attainments and epic spiritual colloquies. Naturally, this poem has become not just creative but  Creator.  Creator  of  a  new  age  of  ideas  and  understanding,  a new age of spirituality, a new era of vedic poetry heralding unknown dawns. It has become a cosmic epic as it addresses nearly all global issues troubling mankind and simultaneously inspiring its possibilities.

Savitri, Not just poem but a Prophecy The secret of  Savitri the epic is that there is an immense and ineffable force hidden in the lines and by that poetic puissance the conscious reader,  rasika of the creative word and receptive student of   Savitri can establish a concrete touch with the characters of the poem as with living beings. We must never approach  Savitri merely as a poem but as a divine prophecy and as a promise for the future.
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This makes  Savitri a vivid encounter with Reality. About this aspect of Savitri, Sri Aurobindo writes in his brief “Author’s Note”:

...this is not a mere allegory, the characters are not personified qualities, but incarnations and emanations of living and conscious forces with whom we can enter into concrete touch and they take human bodies in order to help man and show him the way from his mortal state to a divine consciousness and immortal life.

(CWSA 33)

It is crystal clear now that  Savitri is actually an adventure, a vast divine experiment,  a  saga  of  man’s  manly  deeds  and  his  highest  spiritual longings.  The  characters  of   Savitri,  the  protagonist  Savitri  included, Satyavan,  Narad,  sage-king  Aswapati  and  Dyumatsena,  the  blind  and exiled father of Satyavan are not just ‘personified qualities’ but living gods and goddesses of transformation. They agitate, enthuse and inspire man to raise his consciousness and his intellectual, mental and aesthetic flights to the realm of the Eternal. These characters hold the hands of man and lift him towards divine consciousness and immortality. All the characters are deeply involved in the creation of heaven upon earth. They wish to see earth as a perpetual field of mirth, meaning and motive.

Savitri taps the best of human possibilities and turns them into living realities. The entire poem is an exclamation of the most assertive and lofty of human dreams: the adventure of human consciousness to bring down heaven on earth, to create earth a bassinet of perpetual Life, Light, Bliss, Beauty and Freedom.  Savitri becomes an adventure of Truth-consciousness against the dark and demonic forces of Ego and Ignorance, Death and Dolour, Falsehood and Perversities.  Savitri is the celebration of human audacity, an exclamation of man’s triumphant spirit, the pinnacle of human fulfilment. The epic talks about man and his true manliness, his perspicacity and unrelenting tenacity. In his marvellous book  Essays Divine and Human, Sri Aurobindo beautifully writes about the beauty of glory of man ,  the cause and charisma of his greatness: Man’s  greatness  is  not  in  what  he  is  but  in  what  he  makes possible.  His  glory  is  that  he  is  the  closed  place  and  secret workshop  of  a  living  labour  in  which  supermanhood  is  made ready by a divine Craftsman. (CWSA 12: 160) To  bring  down  god  on  earth,  to  become  a  living  receptacle  for

172

Insights Into  Savitri

Godhead and divinity is the greatest honour of man. Savitri celebrates the  powers  and  possibilities  of  man  in  more  than  fifty  pages  of the  epic.  As  head  of  earthly  creation,  though  not  yet  her  greatest creation, the onus of upholding and keeping the natural vibrancy of earth lies on man. Sri Aurobindo believes that man is a closed place or a secret workshop where God, the divine craftsman, is preparing the Superman, a man of new consciousness and new vision who will enrich earth by loftiness of life.

The Many Adventures of  Savitri, The Warrior Princess 1.The Promise of the Superman

Savitri is also the poetic adventure for bringing about the advent of  the  Superman,  the  powers  of  Truth-consciousness.  The  epic  is preparation  of  a  threshold  that  will  herald  the  following  prophecy about supermen by the poet. The Supermen’s advent /descent upon earth shall be the beginning of a new age and consciousness and end of all woes, dolour and privations of man. Their advent alone shall justify the joy and jollity, the beauty and buoyancy, the vibrancy and varieties inherent in mother Nature: Their tread one day shall change the suffering earth And justify the light on Nature’s face. (340) Who are they? They are, “the sun-eyed children of the marvellous dawn” (343) and the “massive barrier-breakers of the world” as well as  the  “messengers  of  the  Incommunicable”  and  “The  architects  of immortality” (344) What are the barriers to the path of superhumanity? Who created the barriers and is withstanding the transformatory touch? The answer is: not just a single human being or a single country or race but the entire earth! Yes, the entire earth. The works of Messiah and Avataars become difficult because, Hard is it to persuade earth-nature’s change

Mortality bears ill the eternal’s touch:

It fears the pure divine intolerance

Of that assault of ether or of fire;

It murmurs at its sorrowless happiness,

Almost with hate repels the light it brings. (7) Savitri’s  epic  adventure  includes  her  glorious  and  spectacular
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fights  with  powers  of  human  hubris,  darkness,  ego  and  ignorance.

Savitri paves the way of heavenly delights to earth and is one of the forerunners and ‘master builders’ (460) of earth. With her pure divine intolerance, she is going to break all glass ceilings of man, his resistance, his ignorance, his sloth and myopia and his suicidal megalomania.

But  earth  has  very  limited  options.  She  has  to  transform  or  get perished  and  vacate  the  place  for  others.  Transformation  alone  is the justification of her existence as is the acquisition of divinity the sole justification of man’s existence. Transformation of consciousness is the final consummation of man’s life on earth, an unavoidable and  inevitable  step.  Therefore,  man’s  dissatisfaction  is  God’s  only satisfaction! This process of transformation is the actual adventure of life. Man will remain dissatisfied until he achieves the impossible. In one of the most powerful lines of  The Life Divine, Sri Aurobindo says, The  animal  is  satisfied  with  the  modicum  of  necessity;  the gods  are  content  with  their  splendours.  But  man  cannot  rest permanently  until  he  reaches  some  highest  good.  He  is  the greatest of living beings because he is the most discontented, because  he  feels  most  the  pressure  of  limitations.  He  alone, perhaps,  is  capable  of  being  seized  by  the  divine  frenzy  for  a remote ideal. (CWSA 21: 51) At  first  sight,  these  remarkable  words  of  Sri Aurobindo  seem contrary  to  the  conventional  wisdom.  Traditional  wisdom  teaches us that moving towards perfection, peace and satisfaction is human journey. For Sri Aurobindo the secret of the greatness of man is his dissatisfaction  with  himself  and  his  achievements.  Sri Aurobindo strongly  advocates  the  untiring  spirit  of  adventure.  He  believes that whatever little man has earned is the result of his perpetual dissatisfaction  with  life.  His  hollowness  drives  him,  his  shallowness goads him, he whines and pines for more, craves and calls for newer and unseen heavens and horizons. He is the greatest of living beings because he is most intransigent and tenacious in his pursuits, always marching  ahead,  mapping  and  measuring  immeasurable  heights and  depths.  Nothing  satisfies  man.  The  indomitable  urge  of  his consciousness assures him that he is not cursed to be an deathbound 174
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littleness  but  vast  and  virat.  Man  may  have  forgotten  about  his immortality but he is immortal.

This earth is but a receptacle of man’s mind and life, This world is but a beginning and a base

Where Life and Mind erect their structured dreams; An unborn power must build reality.

A deathbound littleness is not all we are:

Immortal our forgotten vastnesses

Await discovery in our summit selves

Unmeasured breadths and depths of being are ours. (46) Savitri is a war against the forced imposition of “death bound littleness”

on man!  Savitri  is  an  adventure  of  the  indomitable  and  indefatigable human spirit, the audacity of his splendorous dreams.  Savitri  is a call, a  conviction,  an  abiding  inspiration  to  be  that which man has never become. There cannot be a better marching song than the following lines for a race of hero warriors, who has just started the voyage — Assent to thy high self, create ,  endure.

Cease not from knowledge, let thy toil be vast.

No more can earthly limits pen thy force;

Equal thy work with long unending Time’s. (340) Only vast toil pens immortal studies, writes unparalleled sagas and dreams of largeness of life. No earthly limit can prevent the spirit of the hero warrior. He or she will move on ,  march on, touching, tasting and triumphing everything and everyone. “The Book of Yoga” of  Savitri is  the  protagonist’s  journey  of  inner  adventure,  her  accumulation of  powers  and  insights.  In  her  encounter  with  various  powers  and personalities,  Savitri  talks,  sees  and  understands  everything  but, notwithstanding,  keeps  marching  on,  with  a  promise  of  return.  A reader gets new lease of life by reading the following lines which are unequivocally invitation for adventure and spiritual odyssies — There is no end or none can yet be seen:

Although defeated, life must struggle on;

Always she sees a crown she cannot grasp;

Her eyes are fixed beyond her fallen state. (198) One  of  the  greatest  earthly  spiritual  tragedies  is:  Eternity  speaks, none  understands  its  word  (371).  Avatars  and  prophets  come  and try  to  agitate  the  slumbering  soul  of  humankind  but  their  voice Sri Aurobindo’s  Savitri: An Adventure of Consciousness 175

mostly falls on deaf ears. Man is unwittingly playing possum with his possibilities. Out of their Avataric love, empathy and deep compassion they wish to see mankind transcending barriers of ‘dwarf humanity’

and become in the true sense the ‘Authors of earth’s high change’. In one of the most forceful stanzas of  Savitri, the protagonist hears these words from the voice supreme:

O Force-compelled, Fate- driven earth born race, O petty adventurers in an infinite world

And prisoners of a dwarf humanity,

How long will you tread the circling tracks of mind Around your little self and petty things? (370) What  is  ‘dwarf  humanity’?  A  race  besotted  with  pigmy  and  petty goals, a people forever languishing in the ‘circling tracks of mind‘ and a world ‘compelled’ by Force and ‘driven’ by Fate, silenced and shackled.

But the majestic lines question this deplorable condition of man and inspire him to seek, search and find more, to be more because, But not for a changeless littleness were you meant, Not for vain repetition were you built;

Out of the Immortal’s substance you were made; Your actions can be swift revealing steps,

Your life a changeful mould for growing gods.

These lines summarize the purpose of humanity. Man is not born to die. He is not here to be the canon fodder for ‘vain repetition’, he is not cursed forever to be nothing but changeless littleness. He is made of the immortal’s substance but very often he forgets this fundamental reality. Every action of man, of rooted in Truth, can be a swift revealing step, a light and delight, a peak and perfection. The static stagnancy of life is very painful. Man is not here to die like an animal, he can be god, and more significantly, a mould for growing gods. The wonderful cycle  of  evolution  should  kiss  its  pinnacle  in  man;  he  must  be  the herald of Perfection, the eidolan of God and goodness.

2. The ultimate victory of Love over Death: Mankind can script her story afresh. As did Savitri by shearing all shenanigans and sophistry of Death thrown by the dark force at her way. How majestically she roars that even Fate, Time and Death are helpless against her indomitable spirit and invincible resolution: My heart has sealed its troth to Satyavan: 176
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Its signature adverse Fate cannot efface,

Its seal not Fate, nor Death nor Time dissolve...

I am stronger than death and greater than my fate; My love shall outlast the world, doom falls from me Helpless against my immortality. (432)

Savitri is “the priestess of immaculate ecstasies” (15) and naturally she wants to see this earth steeped in music and mirth. She knows that ”Death’s silence leave where there is laughter and joy” (513). She is determined to sow beauty, harmony and bliss everywhere. She is the representative of aspiring humanity.

Yes,  the  spirit  and  iron-clad  resolution  of  Savitri  is  actually  the resolution of mankind against adverse Fate and seemingly omnipotent Death. But these enemies of mankind can be fought and defeated, not just metaphorically but in reality, on the  terra firma of earth. Fate and Death are the Asuric forces who spoil the game—divine of humanity and keep her forever mired in the quicksand of pettiness and myopia.

Through  Savitri,  the  warrior  princess,  Sri Aurobindo  is  hinting  at man.  The  yogi-seer  knows  that  mankind  is  under  performing  and over estimating Death and Fate. He writes only what he knows and has solid experience of K.D. Sethna, the fortunate disciple savant of Sri Aurobindo  who  has  the  unique  fortune  of  knowing  about  the existence of Savitri before anybody else, writes, Sri Aurobindo writes of things he has actually seen and known: his poetry is the revealing word of realities that are supernormal to our mind but close and concrete to the subtle sense of the Yogi. To feel the power of such an inspiration we must bring an intense aesthesis free of old ideas and tempos, we must cultivate a profound sympathetic insight. ( Sri Aurobindo: The Poet: 37) More effective is silent surrender on Sri Aurobindo’s path than intellectual  babblings.  He  tells  us  only  what  he  himself  sees,  lives and enjoys every moment. How can we become sceptic or critical of which  we  have  no  experiential  knowledge?  We  cannot  describe  the indescribable, explain the inexplicable and decipher the indecipherable.

Developing ‘a profound sympathetic insight’ alone shall help.

Meditation is the formula to take on death, the greatest earthly bar of human evolution. Time has proved that those who meditated have
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never vanished and perished in life. Sri Aurobindo reveals this secret when  his  protagonist  Savitri  takes  deep  and  long  periods  of  self-reflections and hours of inner musings. Savitri is strongly inspired by the voice of God through these words —

Arise, O soul, and vanquish Time and Death (474).

She alone can do it because she is “charged with a mandate from eternity” (475), and has the tapasya enough to follow the “footprints of gods”(475). She is inspired to take charge of morose earth and sow the pollen of eternity upon her bosom. This is what Savitri is her for; to share the lot of the mortal — ...Remember, why thou cam’st:

Find out thy soul, recover thy hid self,

In silence seek God’s meaning in thy depths,

Then mortal nature change to the divine.

Open God’s door, enter into his trance...

His vast truth wake within and know and see...

In the enormous emptiness of thy mind

Thou shalt see the Eternal’s body in the world, Know him in every voice heard by thy soul,...

Conquer thy heart’s throbs, let thy heart beat in God:...

Then shalt thou harbour my force and conquer Death. (476) These  lines  summarize  the  very  spirit  of  Savitri:  we  are  given  the divine formula to nutralise and eventually eliminate Death!

Meditation is the mantra, meditation is man’s new audacity, his epic  adventure.  He  will  know  and  see,  savour  and  assimilate  in silence. In absolute calm, he will understand the meaning of God in his depths. It is necessary to enter into the enormous emptiness of mind in order to realise the throbbing and thriving god in Existence.

And simultaneously, it is also inevitable to calm down all shallow and superficial excitements of heart and focus on God. The heart ,  the core of existence, should beat for God,  in God. 

This message is given to Savitri, ‘the deputy of the aspiring world’, by the voice incarnate but it is equally pertinent for mankind. Man should be the ultimate victor, the winner of cosmos. He should never hang his boots. The ardour and aesthetics of the warrior spirit should never diminish. The greatest battle are better left unfinished—with invitation for further battles: 178
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Content abide not with one conquered realm;

Adventure all to make the whole world thine,

To break into greater kingdoms turn thy force.

Fear not to be nothing that thou mayst be all. (536) Fearlessness is the most fundamental lesson of the epic: “fear not to be nothing that thou mayst be all.” The adventurous spirit should be humble,  nothing, dust. This alone is the best way to be  all. He should embrace  all  and  become  all.  He  should  make  the  whole  world  his home. The world’s aspirations and agonies are his agonies. He is the champion of earth’s dreams.

When  Death  god  tells  Savitri  curtly  —  “Go  mortal  to  thy  small permitted sphere” (589), Savitri thunders and speaks one of the most powerful speeches of the epic:

World-spirit, I was thy equal spirit born.

My will too is a law, my strength a god.

I am immortal in my mortality.

I tremble not before the immobile gaze

Of the unchanging marble hierarchies

That look with the stone eyes of Law and Fate. (589) One  day,  after  summiting  the  summits  of  Existence,  mankind  will collectively roar: we are immortal in our mortality! Then by the Grace of Savitri, this earth will become truthful and fearless. Fearlessness is one of the best boons we can have from Savitri in  Savitri.

3.The Adventure of bringing heaven on earth: Savitri is in deep love with earth. In one of the speeches to Death, she  calls  earth  as  “my  great  sweet  world”(613).  She  believes  that man  is  made  for  mammoth,  mighty  and  majestic  victories  and accomplishments. He is made for “a nobler walk, a master path” (652).

She says that it was very easy for gods to create heaven in the heaven.

The actual challenge, the difficult material, is to bring geven on earth or to create paradise on earthly perdition:

Easy the heavens were to build for God.

Earth was his difficult matter, earth the glory Gave of the problem and the race and strife.

There are the ominous masks, the terrible powers; There it is greatness to create the gods. (653)
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There are innumerable ominous masks and terrible powers on earth to foil the rhythm of creation and mar God’s work. Savitri seeks and finds the greater greatness of establishing heaven on difficult earth by dominating and defeating these ‘ominous masks and terrible powers’.

She is commissioned by God to create permanent heaven on earth by a radical transformation in human conditions and consciousness. This mystery is revealed by God himself in his final spiritual communication with Savitri:

O Sun-Word, thou shalt raise the earth-soul to Light And bring down God into the lives of men;

Earth shall be my work-chamber and my house

My garden of life to plant a seed divine. (699) During  their  life  times  and  even  today,  both  The  Mother  and Sri Aurobindo have laid immense emphasis on the transformation of earth.  Savitri is but the poetic and most potent prophecy of their sadhna.  This  book  is  actually  the  record  of  their  own  adventures  in Sadhana,  a  spiritual  experience  and  a  saga  of  immense  inner  war with  the  ‘dark,  dolorous  and  ominous  masks  of  the  earth’.  This  epic is  the  essence  of  their  spirituality,  the  kernel  of  their  katha.  Savitri the  protagonist  is  representing  the  the  Mother  and  Aswapati  is Sri Aurobindo’s  own  avataric  representative.  They  never  wrote their  autobiographies.  Shall  we  say  that  Savitri  is  the  Mother’s  and Sri Aurobindo’s  autobiography  in  poetry?  Seekers  and  savants  of eminence  have  echoed  similar  words.  Dr.  Ananda  Reddy,  whom Savitri  scholar  Dr.  Prema  Nandakumar  calls  “Savitri-in-action”  in the introduction to the former’s book  Four Aspects of Savitri, writes that   Savitri  is  also  the  spiritual  autobiography  of  the  Mother  and Sri Aurobindo.  It  is  a  living  record  of  their  sadhana,  their  spiritual adventures and their assiduous victorious march on the path of supermanhood.  And  what  a  marvellous  autobiography  has  been penned (or seen) by Sri Aurobindo! Dr. Reddy writes, Savitri  is  the  “daily  record”  of  a  seeing  of  an  adventure  in consciousness of the dual Avataars—Sri Aurobindo and The Mother. It thus becomes a double autobiography of Sri Aurobindo and  The  Mother.  Although  The  Mother  had  not  contributed directly  to  the  writing  of  the  book   Savitri, it is her spiritual 180
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autobiography too because they were one consciousness but in two bodies. ( Four Aspects of Savitri: 56) The Mother also says in her talks with Mona Sarkar that  Savitri is incomparable, nothing under the blue sky is close to  Savitri. This is Sri Aurobindo’s  best  gift  to  humanity.  The  world  is  left  with  a  few choices and those too are shrinking fast. Wars, rancour, rage, ruse, subterfuges  and  skulduggery  are  choking  the  throat  of  Existence on  daily  basis.  The  dark  and  demonic  forces  are  on  the  rampage!

Perversion is smothering peace and sycophancy is the new mentor of Simplicity!  There  is  widespread  dolour  and  hollowness  everywhere.

Savitri can and  should be  the  sheet-anchor  for  man.  It  will  answer all  our  queries,  calm  down  all  our  raging  emotions,  soothe  our scorching hearts and solace our wounded souls. The winds around are howling—as in the beginning lines of the poem “Invitation”  — and the dark clouds are threatening. This is the perfect time for an adventure.

This is the best time for  Savitri!  Let us proceed...
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XV

Savitri: The Absolute, the Perfect, the Alone Dr V. Ananda Reddy

The line is “The Absolute, the Perfect, the Alone” (67) in Book One Canto Four at once arrests us. I feel this line perfectly applies to Savitri the epic. So I chose that as the title of my study here. What do we mean by that? I started analysing. Yes, it is absolute in the sense that its philosophy, its metaphysics, its concept of Brahman, its concept of  creation  all  pertain  to  the  Absolute.  And  of  course,  there  is  also perfection; perfection in execution, perfection in poetry, perfection in rhythm. And what we mean by ‘alone’, We will see a little later.

Another term for the Absolute is the Truth.  Savitri deals with a high Truth, You can call it the Brahman or the supramental Truth, but like the Upanishads it is imbued with philosophic undertones. However, let us be very clear that it is not per se philosophic thinking; it is spiritual seeing. That is what makes it different from other books of philosophy.

Like the Vedas, it has a rhythmic pace which rises at once from the heart of the seer and from the distant home of the Truth. We see in Savitri a combination of the Upanishads and the Vedas. And like the Gita and the Upanishads, there are flames of burning fire of mystic experience, waves of inner light and life expressed in language with a beautiful cadence. But I would say that beyond the intellectual value of the word and the power of emotion, most of the verses of  Savitri reverberate with soul suggestions.

I  will  not  go  into  describing  what  mantra  is  because  we  can  get this kind of detail in Sri Aurobindo’s book  The Future Poetry; what I would like to do is to see how the qualities of mantric poetry apply to   Savitri.  As  an  example  to  see  how  these  qualities  apply  I  have chosen this passage from Book One, Canto Four that begins with “The Absolute, the Perfect the Alone,” and ends with the line, “Our life is a paradox with God for key”. In the first reading of these 28 lines, we get a feeling of an overwhelming truth revealed from the heights of the mind. But a second reading, calmer and more inwardly receptive, shows that these verses are “a splendid discovery, a rapturous 182
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revelation, a thing of beauty that is a joy for ever” (CWSA 27: 43). That is a description pertaining to Truth that is quoted from Sri Aurobindo himself, but what it means is that the poet enjoys truth as much as its beauty, and the highest poetry expresses the heights of spiritual realisation and its vast imprints of beauty in its manifestation. We get the clear impression that the poet does not make a mere intellectual or philosophical statement of the truth. It is his vision of its beauty, its power, his thrilled reception of it, his joy in it, that he tries to convey by  an  utmost  perfection  of  word  and  rhythm.  Even  a  philosophical statement  is  surcharged  with  a  sense  of  power,  force,  light  and beauty. This gives us the nature of this passage. Let us now take up the passage into three phases. The first phase consists of the first five lines. I will read out the lines: The Absolute, the Perfect, the Alone

Has called out of the Silence his mute Force

Where she lay in the featureless and formless hush Guarding from Time by her immobile sleep

The ineffable puissance of his solitude. (67) The Absolute is beyond the distinction of unity and multiplicity, and yet it is the one and the innumerable many in all the universes. He is alone, and when he desired to be the multiplicity, he called out of the silence his mute force. This mute force is the Chit-Shakti, the Aditi of the Vedas. Here we note that Sri Aurobindo is describing that this Absolute called out of his Silence his mute Force. This Force was there in the immobile sleep, in the ineffable puissance of his solitude. The first thing that the Absolute does when he wants to become many is to call forth this mute Force, Aditi. This idea is not there in the Vedas, but Sri Aurobindo explains this in his small book  The Mother. I will read out the relevant passage from Chapter Six of that book.

The  one  original  transcendent  Shakti,  the  Mother  stands above all the worlds and bears in her eternal consciousness the Supreme Divine. Alone, she harbours the absolute Power and the ineffable Presence; containing or calling the Truths that have to be manifested, she brings them down from the Mystery in which they were hidden into the light of her infinite consciousness and gives them a form of force in her omnipotent power and her boundless life and a body in the universe. (CWSA 32: 14-15)  Savitri: The Absolute, the Perfect, the Alone 183

What Sri Aurobindo is describing in this passage of  Savitri and what he has written in  The Mother are very close. Continuing the passage in Savitri, he says,

Where she lay in the featureless and formless hush Guarding from Time by her immobile sleep (67) The same idea is in the passage from  The Mother, that this Presence, the Mother, calls out those truths from the divine Mystery. She is the one who knows what the Mystery is behind and what things are to be manifested in this world. It is She who brings them out; She is a kind of midwife who knows what is to be brought out into manifestation and into the creation. Sri Aurobindo says that she gives them a form of force in her omnipotent power. Sri Aurobindo writes of the Mother, Transcendent, the original Supreme Shakti, she stands above the worlds and links the creation to the ever unmanifest mystery of the Supreme. (CWSA 32: 14) We have in  Savitri  the  same  idea  that  it  is  she  who  was  brought out of the silence of the Sat or the Absolute, and it is She who brings out time and space. That is how she is the link. We see in the next six lines something of the second level, the second aspect. The first is the transcendent Absolute. The second is the universal absolute. And what are these lines telling us?

The Absolute, the Perfect, the Alone

Has entered with his silence into space:

He has fashioned these countless persons of one self; He has built a million figures of his power;

He lives in all, who lived in his Vast alone; Space is himself and Time is only he. (67)

It is interesting to see that here the emphasis seems to be on the absolute Sat, the Brahman himself. Sri Aurobindo says he has fashioned these countless persons of one self means that it is the Supreme which has become the many, the multitude. He says, “he has built a million figures  of  his  power”.  Here  is  the  link:  Sri Aurobindo  writes,  “he  has built  a  million  figures  of  his  power”.  What  is  his  power?  His  power is that mute self, is the mute Force, Aditi. In a way it is the Supreme manifesting Himself, He is becoming the countless persons of himself through Aditi, through the mute power. “He lives in all, who lived in 184
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his  Vast  alone”.  He  was  alone  before  manifestation,  before  creation.

But once creation begins, he becomes the many. He has become all these countless beings. We must always remember that wherever He is,  beside  him  is  She,  because  She  is  the  power  who  manifests.  The manifesting power is always Aditi; we must remember that. Although it says that “Space is himself, and Time is only he”, we have to remember it is not He alone, it is She who has become the Space and Time.

When we read these lines, what comes to our mind is a beautiful verse from the Vedas, the Nasadiya Sukta of rishi Paristi Prajapathi. It describes the beginning of the manifestation. First of all there was a desire that the one wanted to become the many. This was the first seed of mind.

Here I will bring in an explanation given by Professor Madhusudan Reddy. He says that in the Upanishads, manas, whose basic quality is kama, is described variously as  pragnana, vignana, sankalpa, manisha, sankalpa-manisha, kratu and  smriti.  It  is  this  faculty  by  which  one becomes many. It is the principle by which the immortal prana descends into the phenomenal world, by which Sat becomes Asat, and by which the  Immortal  shares  a  common  womb  with  the  mortal.  Here  the emphasis is on the supreme Divine, the Purusha aspect becoming many, but the reality is something else. In Nasadiya Sukta and in the Vedas, always the emphasis is on the Purusha or the Brahman becoming this world. We see that this explanation carries with it something different from  Sri Aurobindo.  As  we  have  seen  in  his  verses  of   Savitri, the Supreme called forth the mute Force, which lay in the featureless and formless hush, and it is She who becomes time and space.

In fact, in his book  The Mother  he  clarifies  that  “This  is  the  great sacrifice called sometimes the sacrifice of the Purusha, but much more deeply the holocaust of Prakriti, the sacrifice of the Divine Mother.”

(CWSA 32: 17) This describes the Mother becoming many. So there is a little difference between the Vedic vision and that of Sri Aurobindo’s.

In the Vedas, the Upanishads and the Gita, it is always a Purusha aspect which has become this world. But in Sri Aurobindo, it is the Shakti aspect, it is the Chit-Shakti which becomes this world. So, this is about the universal aspect.

In the third section, we see the becoming of the individual. At the
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third level the Brahman becomes the individual. Now, the question is, why is there this passage from the universal to the individual; what is the necessity? Here, we have a wonderful explanation from  The Life Divine. What is the relation between the universal and the individual?

What is the necessity of the birth of the individual?

The universe and the individual are necessary to each other in their ascent. Always indeed they exist for each other and profit by each other. Universe is a diffusion of the divine All in infinite Space and Time, the individual its concentration within limits of Space and Time. Universe seeks in infinite extension the divine totality it feels itself to be but cannot entirely realise; for in extension existence drives at a pluralistic sum of itself which can neither be the primal nor the final unit, but only a recurring decimal without end or beginning. (CWSA 21: 50) This is a passage that we need to understand a little more closely. He says, the universe and the individual are necessary to each other in their ascent. This does not refer to the involution but to the evolution. In the evolution of this world, the individual becomes a very important feature.

Here the universal and individual exist for each other and profit from each other. Why? Because the universe is a diffusion of the Divine, the all in infinite Space and Time. It is like the clouds which are a vast mass of water, but if the clouds remain as a cloud they are of no use to the earth. Unless we have rain — and rain means the individual drops — only then does the earth benefit. Similarly, the universe is a diffusion of the transcendental Divine, it is an infinitely extended form. In contrast, the individual is a concentration within the limits of Space and Time. The individual is required because it is the concentration of the universal; it is like the individual drops of water. These drops of water are much more important for the earth’s growth, and for the earth’s evolution.

Similarly, the individual, as a concentration of the Transcendent, is of great importance. As he says, “Universe seeks in infinite extension the divine totality it feels itself to be but cannot entirely realise.”

In the process of creation, the Transcendent, the Brahman became the universal. But in the process of evolution, the Brahman wants to realise himself. What descended as the individual has to ascend in the evolution and return to the Divine. As an extension, existence drives at 186
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a pluralistic sum of itself, which can neither be the prime nor the final unit, but only a recurring decimal without end or beginning. In this philosophy, it is the individual who realises the Transcendent, not the universal. There is a very high metaphysical position of the individual.

It is almost mandatory, and compulsory that the Transcendent become the individual if the Transcendent is to realise itself in the evolutionary process. Without it, what is the use of this creation?

Sri Aurobindo says,

He has fashioned these countless persons of one self; He has built a million figures of his power;

He lives in all, who lived in his vast alone... (67) It means that the Transcendent has become the individual. It means he has made himself available in the individual as the psychic being.

This is the necessity of the psychic being. Without the psychic being, this  evolution  would  have  had  no  purpose.  It  would  not  have  an ascending end. It is necessary to have this evolutionary ascent and it is the individual who formulates that. That is why we see the third section with the line that we have just now read: The Absolute the Perfect the Alone Has entered with his Silence into space;

He has fashioned these countless persons of one self... (67) That is, he has become the individual. And then, as Sri Aurobindo writes in the same passage of  The Life Divine  discussed above, In the conscious individual Prakriti turns back to perceive Purusha,  World  seeks  after  Self;  God  having  entirely  become Nature, Nature seeks to become progressively God. (CWSA 21: 50) This is an image which tells us the same thing. I gave the example of  the  clouds  becoming  the  rain  drops,  and  we  can  imagine the  rain  drops  again  returning  to  the  level  of  the  clouds.  But  in human  beings,  not  only  can  the  human  being  become  a  cosmic personality, he can even realise the transcendental Divine. That is the individual perfection, the individual necessity. That is why in  Savitri, Sri Aurobindo emphasises: Then in a figure of divinity

The Maker shall recast us and impose

A plan of godhead on the mortal’s mould
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Lifting our finite minds to his infinite,

Touching the moment with eternity...

His nature we must put on as he put ours;

We are sons of God and must be even as he:

His human portion, we must grow divine. (67)

These lines, if you read them by themselves, do not seem to fit into this passage of the 28 lines. But here Sri Aurobindo gives the gist of sadhana. These 28 lines that we’re discussing are a summary of his integral philosophy and integral yoga. It is by the process of yoga that we can return to the Divine. As he says, “We are sons of God and must be even as he”. We can return, we can become the children of this divinity. We can grow from a human portion into a divine portion only through sadhana.

This  passage  is  marvelous  because  it  is  a  combination  of  the integral  philosophy  and  the  integral  yoga  of  Sri Aurobindo.  In  fact, when we read this lines, “His nature we must put on as he put ours”, it reminds us of the Bhagavad Gita, when the Lord says that we can attain the supreme Divine and there are four levels of mukti —  sayujya mukti, salokya mukti, sarupya mukti and  samipya mukti. There is the possibility of the human individual, the human portion, growing into the nature of the Divine. But for Sri Aurobindo the process of growing into the Divine is not any kind of mukti. We can achieve this, but the process in Sri Aurobindo’s yoga is very different. The process is what we call the triple transformation, that is, psychicisation, spiritualisation, and supramentalisation. Of course, it is a long story to explain what are these transformations, but basically, the first is to realise the individual  self,  the  psychic  being  and  be  governed  by  the  psychic self  in  all  the  instrumental  nature  of  mind,  vital  and  the  physical.

The second is spiritualisation, wherein the higher universal spiritual consciousness and forces descend into the individual and remould it. And then the third transformation is supramentalisation in which there is realisation and the working of the transcendent supramental consciousness and force fully transforming the mind, life and body.

When Sri Aurobindo writes “the Absolute the Perfect and the Alone”,  this  is  not  just  philosophical  thought  but  a  philosophical seeing, and then there is another aspect which is that it is put into a
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mantric rhythm. There is the question of expression. Truth cannot be bluntly stated like a scientific fact in prose. Mantric poetry expresses it in a particular rhythm which is perfect in itself. In  Savitri, the form of beauty, the form of delight that has wrapped up this truth is itself perfect. I apply the term ‘Absolute’ to the thought, the truth that is expressed, and I apply the term ‘Perfect’ to the expression of this truth in the form of mantric poetry. In the context of these verses, there is a perfection of the kind of poetry that captures the metaphysical vision of the Absolute’s manifestation.

What do we mean by the perfection of poetry? There is a perfection of the word music and the rhythm, the beauty of speech and the beauty of sound. If this is what we mean by the perfection of poetry, by  all  means  it  is  there  in  Savitri.  The  external  beautiful  wrapping, this rhythm, this word music, these symbols and imagery, lift up the truth and make it penetrate into the mind and soul of the listener.

The form becomes itself the vehicle for the content of the truth to get transferred to a being. If it just been a truth uttered in a blunt prosaic language we would not have benefited. In fact, the truth would have been too harsh, too blunt, too difficult to digest. It is this perfection of the language and imagery that make of  Savitri  a divine form of truth.

The  sound  rhythm  of  the  first  line  of  the  selected  passage,  “the Absolute  the  Perfect,  the  Alone”,  is  almost  meditative.  Even  to repeat this line gives you peace,  shanti, a kind of a meditative mood.

Sri Aurobindo purposely used just these three words — “the Absolute, the  Perfect,  the  Alone”  —  without  any  interlinking,  without  any verbs or adjectives or anything. But there was a specific purpose. He deliberately repeated the line and a subtle variant of it three times in  this  short  passage  of  28  lines.  Five  lines  later  he  repeats  it,  and then again six lines after that he says, “the Absolute, the Perfect, the Immune”. Of course, he had a purpose in repeating these lines.

In fact, he wrote as a clarification to critics about the repetition of the same ideas that the repetition of the same ideas, key images and symbols, keywords or phrases, key epithets, sometimes key lines, or half-lines is a constant feature. Why is it a constant feature? They give an atmosphere, a significant structure, a sort of psychological frame and architecture. From the point of view of mental standards, we may say  Savitri: The Absolute, the Perfect, the Alone 189

that repeating the same lines should not be done. But Sri Aurobindo is saying that in poetry, and especially in high poetry like this, it is done with a tremendous purpose. It creates an atmosphere. If you read this line, “the Absolute, the Perfect, the Alone”, and repeat it a couple of times, it creates a kind of atmosphere, a sort of psychological frame and architecture. In that architecture we move from the transcendent, to the universal to individual; there is wave after wave of new stages of creation.

Sri Aurobindo writes that “the object here is not to amuse or entertain but the self-expression of an inner truth, a seeing of things and ideas not familiar to the common mind, a bringing out of inner experience. It is the true more than the new that the poet is after” (CWSA 27: 97). It is not like sometimes in songs we repeat a line more for entertainment or rhythm.

But the object of repetition here is not to amuse the mind or to remind the mind; it is to help bring out an inner experience that is not familiar to the common man. It is not to remind the reader mentally, but it is a kind of inner vibration that is a self-expression of inner truth.

Sri Aurobindo explains, “He uses ā vṛitti, repetition, as one of the most powerful means of carrying home what has been thought or seen and fixing it in the mind in an atmosphere of light and beauty” (Ibid). This is a central thing. Sri Aurobindo, the poet, the kavi, uses this single line three times to bring out his thought and vision, and fix it in our mind in an atmosphere of light and beauty. The light and beauty of the form helps us to digest, to invite, to understand and imbibe the truth. So the perfection of the form and the absoluteness of thought have to go hand in hand together.

When he received these lines, the rishi of the Nasadiya Sukta must have received his lines, as a vision or as a revelation. When we go back and reread these lines from a critical point of view we see that this repetition is very useful in poetry. Sri Aurobindo must have found similar examples in the Mahabharata and Ramayana. It has become a form used in such poetry.

In the first occurrence, he brings out the transcendental in the first five  lines.  In  the  second  occurrence  the  rhythm  changes  from  the transcendental to the universal expressed in eight lines. After that, in the third occurrence, there is the creation of the individual. And in the third section the whole passage ends with a beautiful line in which he 190
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says, “Our life is a paradox with God for key”. It’s a very simple line with hardly any imagery. All this question of transformation through yoga, the change of nature, all that Sri Aurobindo has described in the previous lines, you know,

His nature we must put on as he put ours;

We are sons of God and must be even as he:

His human portion, we must grow divine. (67)

All  this  can  be  done,  as  we  said,  through  yoga,  but  the  most important thing in this yoga is that our life is a paradox with God for the key. He is the key. If we can take his name constantly, aspire for him constantly, and surrender to him constantly, then alone this transformation, this higher life is possible. Otherwise, our whole life will remain a paradox. The many contradictions that are taking place in this world, in our life, continue, but it is God’s creation and God has the key to resolve them.

Sri Aurobindo  is  telling  us  in  this  simple  line  that  our  life  is  a paradox.  We  don’t  understand  its  meaning,  method,  direction;  we don’t  understand  why  the  problems  and  difficulties  continue.  All the  time  we  keep  asking  ‘why?’  We  must  understand  that  all  our bhakti  movements,  all  our  great  yogis  and  sadhaks  and  devotees have taken the name of the Divine, because he alone has the key.

That is why this entire passage of 28 lines which began with a high metaphysical tone — “the Absolute, the Perfect, the Alone” — and ends  with  the  simplest  of  lines.  It  is  almost  as  if  a  teacher  in  the classroom is telling us, “Devotees, if you want to get away from all the difficulties, surrender to God”.

Notice that Sri Aurobindo does not use the word ‘Divine’ here, that our life is a paradox with ‘the Divine’ for the key. This is a very beautiful  distinction.  He  purposely  uses  the  word  ‘God’  because

‘the Divine’ could be intangible; the Divine may not have a form, it can be anything and everything. But for the sake of my life, I need a personal form, I need a personal Godhead, I need to see a  rupa, a divine Form. Sri Aurobindo purposely uses the word God instead of the Divine because for devotion, a form is important. We cannot have  devotion  for  the  Nirguna  Brahman.  The  moment  it  becomes the  Nirguna  aspect,  we  lose  this  entire  devotional  aspect  of  the  Savitri: The Absolute, the Perfect, the Alone 191

Divine. It becomes more mental and connected with meditation and all  that.  This  is  a  beautiful  line  that  summarises  almost  the  entire bhakti  movement.  All  that  the  great  saints  have  told  us  over  the centuries is in this single line — that if you want to come away from the difficulties of life, God is the key. As God is the key, we have to surrender as much as possible to this Godhead. This God can be any form of the Divine, it could be your own  ishta devata, it could be any Avatar, because here we are at the individual level.

Of course, in the third occurrence of the repeated line, Sri Aurobindo substitutes “the Alone” with “the Immune”. That is very interesting.  Why  does  he  change  the  word  “Alone”  to  “Immune’?

On the level of the individual, there are so many things that can be affecting us, that can be disturbing us. We normally have individual difficulties that are distracting and disturbing us. That’s why we often go to a yogi, a rishi, or a great mahapurusha. We go to that person because that person is immune; he is untouched by his difficulties, he is above and beyond his individual difficulties. The Divine is also immune and it is one who is immune who can be most helpful. One who is attached cannot give the solution to the human difficulties which  come  out  of  attachments.  Immune  does  not  mean  that  he doesn’t  care,  on  the  contrary.  But  as  we  see  even  on  the  human level, to help somebody out of a difficulty you have to be yourself free of the difficulty. Here the Divine is above the human level of consciousness and can truly help. When Sri Aurobindo brings in the word ‘immune’ it doesn’t mean the Divine is not involved but rather that he is above and can help us overcome our human difficulties.

I  have  been  looking  at  how  the  three  terms  in  the  line,  “The Absolute, the Perfect, the Alone”, apply to the poem  Savitri. We have seen that “the Absolute” applies to  Savitri because it a philosophy and vision of the Absolute, we could say it is a philosophical seeing of the Absolute Truth. And we have seen that “the Perfect” applies to its mantric form: its rhythm and rhyme, its word music and suggestion and symbolism. The form is perfect, that is why we call it a mantra. The Mother has called it a mantra of transformation. If a mantra is not perfect in itself, if it has defects, it cannot transform, it cannot bring in the Light into the human consciousness and fix it 192

Insights Into  Savitri

there. That is why Mother would say that to read  Savitri itself is to do yoga. To read  Savitri  takes us towards the psychic being. It is perfect in its purity, its consciousness, its vibrations, its suggestions.

Now,  what  about  “the  Alone”?  How  does  “the  Alone”  apply  to Savitri? Is it the best work in the field of epic poetry? Is it the best thing that mankind has ever produced? That I cannot judge because I have not read the entire literature of the world; for me it may be prejudicial to say that  Savitri is the best book. For me, it may be the best, but for you it might not be. So applying the word ‘alone’ to Savitri is a bit tricky.

What we can base this assertion on is the Mother’s description of   Savitri.  I  will  read  out  the  passage.  She  says.  “I  have  read  so many things, but I’ve never come across anything which could be compared with  Savitri. I have studied the best works in Greek, Latin, English  and  of  course  in  French  literature,  also  in  German  and  all the  great  creations  of  the  West  and  the  East,  including  the  great epics” ( Sweet Mother: 25). Here is a person who has a right to say something about  Savitri, having read the world literature in different languages. She says, “I repeat it, I have not found anywhere anything comparable with  Savitri...  What  grandeur,  what  amplitude,  what reality: it is something immortal and eternal he has created. I tell you once  again there is  nothing  like  it  in the whole world” (Ibid).  It is this passage that encourages me to say  Savitri is “the alone”, alone because there is nothing like it in the whole world.

This  is  coming  from  the  Mother,  but  the  Mother  on  a  different level. It is not the Mother as a divine incarnation, but as someone who has read literally libraries of books, read Greek, Latin, English, French,  German  and  Sanskrit  books,  the  greatest  of  books,  and after reading all of them she perhaps had read  Savitri the last. And then she says, “Even if one puts aside the vision of the reality, that is, the essential substance which is the heart of the inspiration, and considers only the lines in themselves, one will find them unique, of the highest classical kind” (ibid). That word ‘unique’ also pertains to “the alone”. She says that even setting aside the substance, what I said earlier pertains to “the Absolute”, and considers just the lines, which as I said, are perfect, mantric lines, it is beyond all the other
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epics that have been created. When I read this explanation of the Mother, I felt justified in saying that the best description of  Savitri could be this line taken from  Savitri itself: “The Absolute, the Perfect, the Alone”.

When we consider the whole of  Savitri with this marvellous and special significance, what comes out is expressed in these first lines of the passage, which I will read again:

The Absolute, the Perfect, the Alone

Has called out of the Silence his mute Force

Where she lay in the featureless and formless hush Guarding from Time by her immobile sleep

The ineffable puissance of his solitude. (67) This is the Silence that we sink into reading  Savitri, and especially when we read this passage. It must be read in a meditative mood, not with a mental attitude. There is a specific rhythm being created, and if you follow the rhythm, you fall into quiet meditation. That is the sum and substance of this passage. When I started reading this passage I was struck with its greatness of rhythm and the perfection of its language and imagery. I think this is one of the most unique passages in the entire epic. There are other inspiring passages, but somehow this passage inspired me the most. It is a passage which has fulfilled my mind, and my emotions and inspires me with the possibility of doing the sadhana. Especially this line, “Our life is a paradox with God for key” (67), has taken me very close to the Mother. For me, the Divine Mother’s name and form are the solutions to my personal life problems. This passage has given me tremendous fulfilment, there is a meditative aspect and devotional fulfilment. Both Sri Aurobindo and the Mother are combined in this passage, as is the entire  development  from  the  Vedas  to  the  present  times.  The  Vedas had a different understanding of creation, but Sri Aurobindo has viewed creation as being done by the Mother, fulfilled by the Mother. And all of  us  are  individual  forms  of  the  Divine  Consciousness  for  realising the Supreme Divine Consciousness. One can perhaps find other deep meanings  in  this  passage,  but  this  is  what  I  have  understood.  In  the silence of mind it inspires, it illuminates and there is great fulfilment. It is a thing of beauty, a joy forever.
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XVI

The Word-Music of  Savitri

Richard Hartz

Savitri as Mantra

All poetry has something in common with music. Part of what makes poetry different from prose is that it uses words not only for their meaning, but for their sound. Much of the power and beauty of Sri Aurobindo’s epic,  Savitri,  depends  on  its  word-music.  This  is one reason why it affects us as it does. But word-music takes many forms. The music of  Savitri is of a special kind which links it to the Vedic tradition as well as to certain supreme moments in world literature.

Sri Aurobindo uses the Sanskrit term  mantra in the Vedic sense for an intensity of rhythmic expression where poetry becomes incantation.

In  Savitri itself, there are passages that give a sense of what it is like to channel this kind of inspired poetry. In a canto in Book Four called

“The Quest”, the heroine travels across ancient India, passing through the  ashrams  of  the  sages.  Here  there  are  lines  depicting  how  the hymns of the Veda were composed by the Rishis. This vivid passage seems to be based on the poet’s own experience: Intuitive knowledge leaping into speech, Seized, vibrant, kindling with the inspired word, Hearing the subtle voice that clothes the heavens, Carrying the splendour that has lit the suns, They sang Infinity’s names and deathless powers In metres that reflect the moving worlds,

Sight’s sound-waves breaking from the soul’s great deeps. (383) The last line both defines and illustrates what Sri Aurobindo means by the  mantra. I will come back to this line a little later and look at it more closely as an example of word-music.

But first let me say something about metre and rhythm in general. In The Future Poetry, Sri Aurobindo uses the same image of sound-waves when he writes:

Rhythm is the premier necessity of poetical expression because it is the sound movement which carries on its wave the thought-
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movement in the word; and it is the musical sound-image which most helps to fill in, to extend, subtilise and deepen the thought impression or the emotional or vital impression and to carry the sense beyond itself into an expression of the intellectually inexpressible... (CWSA 26: 25) Poetry does not have to be metrical to have rhythm, but Sri Aurobindo felt that there is an enduring truth behind the use of metre. He explains:

When  mankind  found  out  the  power  of  thought  and  feeling thrown into fixed and recurring measures of sound to move and take possession of the mind and soul, they were not discovering a mere artistic device, but a subtle truth of psychology, of which the conscious theory is preserved in the Vedic tradition. (Ibid: 20) According to the Vedic theory, the metres of Sanskrit poetry reflect in some way the cosmic rhythms evoked in these lines in the third canto of  Savitri: Inaudible to our deaf mortal ears

The wide world-rhythms wove their stupendous chant To which life strives to fit our rhyme-beats here, Melting our limits in the illimitable,

Tuning the finite to infinity. (30)

The Metre of  Savitri

Vedic metres may have echoed the music of the spheres, but Sri Aurobindo was working in the modern, secular, Western tradition of  English  poetry.  However,  he  was  stimulated  by  the  challenge  of adapting  the  English  language  and  its  metrical  resources  to  the expression  of  his  mystical  vision.  With  regard  to  the  potential  of English as a language for the poetry of the future, he wrote: We have the fortunate accident of the reshaping of a Teutonic tongue by French and Latinistic influences which gave it clearer and more flowing forms and turned it into a fine though difficult linguistic  material  sufficiently  malleable,  sufficiently  plastic  for Poetry to produce in it both her larger and her subtler effects, but also sufficiently difficult to compel her to put forth her greatest energies...  On  the  whole  therefore  it  is  here  among  European tongues that there is the largest present chance of the revolution 198
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of the human spirit finding most easily its poetic utterance. It is also here by the union of a great vital energy and a considerable possibility of the spiritual vision that there may be most naturally a strong utterance of that which most has to be expressed, the seen and realised unity of life and the spirit. (CWSA 26: 53-54, 306) English and its literary tradition provided Sri Aurobindo not only with the language in which he wrote, but with the metre he used in  Savitri.

This is called the “iambic pentameter” and at first sight it looks most unpromising. Here is how it is defined:

◡ — | ◡ — | ◡ — | ◡ — | ◡ —

iamb-iamb-iamb-iamb-iamb

“Pentameter” means that each line can be scanned metrically as five feet. In iambic pentameter, you would expect each foot to be an iamb, that is, a short syllable followed by a long one or an unstressed syllable followed by a stressed one. This would give the pattern: “da-DA,  da-DA,  da-DA,  da-DA,  da-DA”.  If  that  was  the  whole  story,  the iambic pentameter would be a formula for intolerable monotony in a poem of any length. But in fact, the five iambs function more as an underlying pulsation than as a mechanically repeated pattern. In the hands of a skilled poet, this rigid-looking framework permits endless subtle variations in the actual rhythm.

Now, a purely iambic line here and there can be very powerful. Take, for instance, the line in which Savitri replies to the nihilistic arguments of the god of Death with a series of five affirmations manifesting her indomitable spirit:

I am, | I love, | I see, | I act, | I will. (594) A somewhat more typical iambic rhythm is heard in a line that occurs in the last canto of “The Book of the Traveller of the Worlds”, where Aswapati has ascended to the Overmind plane of cosmic consciousness: He thought | and felt | in all, | his gaze | had power. (301) Another line in the same canto illustrates the fact that breaks between words do not always correspond to the metrical scansion: He rode | the light|ning seas | of cos|mic mind. (299) The words “lightning” and “cosmic” have a trochaic rhythm, though metrically  the  line  is  iambic.  A  striking  example  of  the  interplay between the iambic meter and a trochaic word-rhythm is found in “The Book of Fate”:
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An aw|ful Si|lence watch|es trag|ic Time. (444) Here there are four words in a row with a trochaic or falling rhythm, although metrically the line consists of five iambs.

But such lines, where the iambic rhythm is completely regular, are the exception rather than the rule in most English poetry including Savitri. In practice the repetitive metrical scheme not only allows, but virtually requires the pattern to be varied by substituting other feet for  iambs,  so  long  as  the  sense  of  an  overall  iambic  movement  is preserved. In the English pentameter, these are some of the metrical feet most commonly used: Iamb :  ◡ — Anapaest :   ◡ ◡ —

Pyrrhic :   ◡ ◡

Spondee  :   — —

Trochee

:   — ◡

Dactyl

:   — ◡ ◡

Bacchius  :   ◡ — —

The iamb supplies the basic rhythm. An anapaest is an iamb with another short syllable added at the beginning. A pyrrhic consists only of two short syllables, and a spondee of two long ones. The trochee is the reverse of an iamb and the dactyl is the reverse of an anapaest.

Another pattern which sometimes occurs is the bacchius, defined as short-long-long.

One does not have to know all these terms to read Sri Aurobindo’s poetry, but they can be useful for understanding and explaining its rhythm. The availability of all these modulations of the iambic rhythm makes the pentameter in practice a very flexible metre with almost unlimited expressive possibilities.

At the other extreme from lines with five iambs, lines with as few as one iamb are not uncommon in  Savitri. Take this line about Time, for example: Its inev|ita|ble and | contin|uous stream (299)

◡ ◡ — | ◡ ◡ | ◡ ◡ | ◡ — | ◡ ◡ —

anapaest-pyrrhic-pyrrhic-iamb-anapaest

Here a flowing movement is achieved through the predominance of short syllables, with anapaests and pyrrhics replacing iambs in all but the fourth foot.
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Three of the other feet — a trochee, a dactyl and a spondee — occur in this line, giving it a very different rhythm with an iamb only at the end: Silence | swallowing | life’s acts | into | the deeps (359)

— ◡ | — ◡ ◡ | — — | ◡ ◡ | ◡ —

trochee-dactyl-spondee-pyrrhic-iamb

In the next example, the restless activity of the mind is suggested by the busy rhythm of a line in which the single iamb is followed by the somewhat less common bacchius (short-long-long) in the third foot: All is | a hun|dred-toned mur|mur and babb|le and stir (478) — ◡ | ◡ — | ◡ — — | ◡ ◡ — | ◡ ◡ — trochee-iamb-bacchius-anapaest-anapaest

We begin to see the range of expressive variations available within the simple framework of the pentameter.


The Elements of English Rhythm

In his essay “On Quantitative Metre”, Sri Aurobindo explains how accentual verse works in English:

What we really have is a system of recurrent strokes or beats intervening at a fixed place in each foot, while the syllables which are not hammered into prominent place by this kind of stroke or beat fill the interspaces. A regular metrical base is thus supplied, but the rhythm can be varied or modulated by departures from  the  base—from  it  but  always  upon  it...  Inherent  quantity combined with distribution of stress... is used as an accessory or important element of the rhythm, to give variety, subtlety, deeper significance. (CWSA 26: 326) The last sentence introduces the factor of “quantity” as opposed to

“stress”. Quantity and stress are key terms for grasping the subtleties of the rhythm of  Savitri. Sri Aurobindo defines what he means by them: The voice-weight on a vowel is determined in three different ways.  There  is  a  dwelling  of  the  voice...  or  there  is  its  rapid passing... that difference decides its natural length, it creates the inherent or intrinsic long or short... (Ibid: 333) For example, several long vowels occur in this line, especially near the end: To house God’s joy in things Space gave wide room (630)
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 ◡  — | — — | ◡  — | — — | — — 

   iamb-spondee-iamb-spondee-spondee

“House”, “joy”, “Space”, “gave”, “wide”, “room”: in all of these the vowel  is  inherently  long.  By  way  of  contrast,  in  this  line  all  of  the vowels are short, resulting in a much quicker movement: The rap|id foot|steps of | her fan|tasy (84)

 ◡  — | ◡  — | — ◡  | ◡  — | ◡ ◡ 

   iamb-iamb-trochee-iamb-pyrrhic

The  second  element  of  the  rhythm  of  English  poetry,  further enhancing  its  variety  and  subtlety,  is  stress.  Sri Aurobindo  clarifies what he means by this term:

There is, again, a vertical ictus weight of the voice, the hammer-stroke of stress on the syllable; that of itself makes even a short-vowel syllable metrically long... (CWSA 26: 333) The effect of this vertical stroke falling on both short and long-vowel syllables can be illustrated by a line that describes the awakening of Savitri’s inner strength in the moment of her confrontation with death: It bore the stroke of That which kills and saves (20) ◡  —॔  | ◡  —॔  | ◡  —॔  | ◡  —॔  | ◡  —॔

   iamb-iamb-iamb-iamb-iamb 

Here the “a” of “That” and the “i” of “kills” are inherently short vowels, yet they are weighted as strongly as the long vowels by the stress that falls on them. The hammering effect of stress on short and long-vowel syllables alike is seen also in the more irregular rhythm of this line: The great ham|mer-beats | of a | pent-up | world-heart (83) 

◡  — —॔  | ◡  —॔  | ◡ ◡  | —॔  —॔  | —॔  —॔

bacchius-iamb-pyrrhic-spondee-spondee

Sri Aurobindo continues his account of the elements of English rhythm: But, yet again, there is a third factor of length-determination; there  is  consonantal  weight,  a  lingering  or  retardation  of  the voice compelled by a load of consonants, or there is a free unencumbered light movement. (CWSA 26: 333) A vivid case of the retardation of the voice by a load of consonants occurs  in  the  account  of  a  nightmarish  experience  in  Aswapati’s

“Descent into Night”:
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Gripped, strang|led by | that lust|ing vis|cous blot (218)

 

— — | ◡ ◡  | ◡  — | ◡  — | ◡  — | 

 spondee-pyrrhic-iamb-iamb-iamb

The  agony  evoked  by  the  words  “gripped”  and  “strangled”  is prolonged by the clusters of consonants surrounding the short vowels.

On the other hand, no such clusters slow down the line: Hurried | into un|imag|ina|ble depths (Ibid: 81)

 

   — ◡  | ◡ ◡  — | ◡  — | ◡ ◡  | ◡  —

   trochee-anapaest-iamb-pyrrhic-iamb

Here  we  see  what  is  meant  by  “a  free  unencumbered  light movement”.

All three factors — inherent vowel-length, distribution of stress and weight of consonants — figure in Sri Aurobindo’s comments on a line in the second canto:

This truth | broke in | in a | triumph | of fire (21)

◡  —॔  | —॔  —॔  | ◡ ◡  | —॔ ◡  | ◡  —॔ 

In one of his letters on  Savitri, Sri Aurobindo explains the unusual rhythm of this line, mentioning both vowel length and stress: The scansion is iamb, reversed spondee, pyrrhic, trochee, iamb.

By reversed spondee I mean a foot with the first syllable long and highly stressed and the second stressed but short or with a less heavy ictus... (CWSA 27: 328)

He  then  identifies  the  roles  played  by  vowel  length  and  stress  in producing different effects in the two halves of the line: In  the  first  part  of  the  line  the  rhythm  is  appropriate  to  the violent  breaking  in  of  the  truth  while  in  the  second  half  it expresses a high exultation and exaltation in the inrush... This is brought out by the two long and highly stressed vowels in the first syllable of “triumph” and in the word “fire” (which in the elocution of the line have to be given their full force)...(Ibid) Finally,  Sri Aurobindo  mentions  the  factor  of  consonant  weight which has to be taken into account in reading the last three feet: If one slurs over the slightly weighted short syllable in “triumph”

where the concluding consonants exercise a certain check and delay in the voice, one could turn this half line into a very clumsy
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double anapaest, the first a glide and the second a stumble; this would be bad elocution and contrary to the natural movement of the words. (Ibid)

This detailed analysis by Sri Aurobindo himself shows the minute attention  he  paid  to  subtleties  of  rhythm,  including  factors  usually associated with quantitative rather than accentual metrical systems.

More generally, he writes in  The Future Poetry: In  these  highest,  intensest  rhythms  every  sound  is  made  the most of, whether in its suppression or in its swelling expansion, its narrowness or its open wideness... But this is only the technical side... It is not the artistic intelligence or the listening physical ear that is most at work, but something within that is trying ... to discover a secret of rhythmic infinities within us. It is ... a labour of the spirit within itself to cast something out of the surge of the eternal depths. (CWSA 26: 23) What  the  spirit  labours  to  cast  “out  of  the  surge  of  the  eternal depths”  is  what  the  sages  of  ancient  India  called  the   mantra.  As  I mentioned before, the  mantra  can be both defined and illustrated by the passage from  Savitri we started with, especially the line: Sight’s sound-|waves break|ing from | the soul’s | great deeps (383) — — | — — | ◡ ◡  | ◡  — | — — Rhythmically, this line is unusual in that it has no less than seven long-vowel syllables, four at the beginning and three at the end, with three unaccented short syllables in between. This creates a contrast between the slow arrival of the sound-waves in the first part of the line and their sudden breaking and the rapid swirl of short syllables in the middle of the line, followed by a return to the tranquil vastness of the soul-ocean from which the next waves will emerge.


A Deeper Listening

Sri Aurobindo refers to the same three elements of sight, sound and soul when he explains the Vedic conception of the  mantra: What the Vedic poets meant by the Mantra was an inspired and revealed seeing and visioned thinking ... that came on the wings of  a  great  soul  rhythm,  chandas.  For  the  seeing  could  not  be separated from the hearing; it was one act. Nor could the living 204
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of the truth in oneself which we mean by realisation, be separated from either... The result is something as near to wordless music as word-music can get, and with the same power of soul-life, of soul-emotion, of profound supra-intellectual significance. In these higher harmonies and melodies the metrical rhythm is taken up by the spiritual; it is filled with or sometimes it seems rolled away and lost in a music that has really another unseizable and spiritual secret of movement... It is where the metrical movement remains as a base, but either enshrines and contains or is itself contained and floats in an element of greater music which exceeds it and yet brings out all its possibilities, that the music fit for the Mantra makes itself audible. It is the triumph of the embodied spirit over the difficulties and limitations of the physical instrument. (CWSA 26: 217-218, 224) The advent of the inspiration that brings this higher word-music is described in  Savitri itself in lines that exemplify the mantric rhythm: Oft inspiration with her lightning feet,

A sudden messenger from the all-seeing tops,

Traversed the soundless corridors of his mind Bringing her rhythmic sense of hidden things.

A music spoke transcending mortal speech. (38) Psychologically,  the  reception  and  channelling  of  such  inspiration depends  on  the  emergence  of  an  inner  faculty  of  hearing  that  is not subject to the limitations of the outer ear. Alluding to the  Kena Upanishad, Sri Aurobindo writes: In fact, the word-rhythm is only part of what we hear; it is a support for the rhythm we listen to behind in “the Ear of the ear”, śrotrasya śrotram.  (CWSA 27: 26)

This is the Sanskrit verse he is referring to: śrotrasya śrotraṃ manaso mano yad vāco ha vācaṃ sa u prāṇasya prāṇaḥ |

cakṣuśaṣcakṣuratimucya dhīrāḥ pretyāsmāllokādamṛtā bhavanti ||

That which is hearing of our hearing, mind of our mind, speech of our speech, that too is life of our life-breath and sight of our sight. The wise are released beyond and they pass from this world and become immortal. (CWSA 18: 5)

The awakening of subtler sense-faculties would open up ranges of
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experience such as those that are the subject of much of Book Two of  Savitri, “The Book of the Traveller of the Worlds”. A passage in “The Paradise of the Life-Gods”, for example, gives a sense of what these experiences are like:

He met the forms that divinise the sight,

To music that can immortalise the mind

And make the heart wide as infinity

Listened, and captured the inaudible

Cadences that awake the occult ear:

Out of the ineffable hush it hears them come

Trembling with the beauty of a wordless speech... (235-236) The Seed-Sounds of the Eternal Word

So far I have talked mostly about rhythm, but that is only one aspect of word-music. Poetry uses the sounds of words in ways that can more easily be understood if we do not limit ourselves to a materialistic conception of the nature of language. Sri Aurobindo uses the Sanskrit word  vāk to refer to an alternative view: 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... 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 this Force, this Shakti to which the old Vedic thinkers gave the name of Vak, the goddess of creative Speech... (CWSA 26: 289) Without  going  into  the  details  of  Sri Aurobindo’s  theory  of  the origins of language, this statement sums up the essential points that are relevant to poetry:

The reason why sound came to express fixed ideas, lies not in any natural and inherent equivalence between the sound and its intellectual sense...; it started from an indefinable quality or property in the sound to raise certain vibrations in the life-soul of the human creature... This must have given early language a powerful life, a concrete vigour, in one direction a natural poetic 206

Insights Into  Savitri

force which it has lost, however greatly it has gained in precision, clarity, utility.

Now, poetry goes back in a way and recovers, though in another fashion, as much as it can of this original element. It does this ...

partly by a greater attention to the suggestive force of the sound, its life, its power, the mental impression it carries. It associates this with the definitive thought value contributed by the intelligence and increases both by each other. (Ibid: 15)

Let us look more closely now at this notion of “the suggestive force of the sound”. In Sri Aurobindo’s theory, which he worked out partially in an unfinished essay called “The Origins of Aryan Speech”, the sounds of speech can be traced back to certain “seed-sounds” from which he hypothesised that words evolved by an organic process in the earliest languages. In  Savitri also he refers to the idea of seed-sounds: An ear of mind withdrawn from the outward’s rhymes Discovered the seed-sounds of the eternal Word, The rhythm and music heard that built the worlds... (273) Sri Aurobindo seems to suggest that even the vowels and consonants of modern languages such as English still have some relation to these seed-sounds,  from  which  words  derive  the  suggestive  force  of  their sound. Poetry tries to make the most of this aspect of language.

Sound-Significance Filling Out Word-Significance One way to get a feeling for what Sri Aurobindo is doing with sound in   Savitri is to take lines in which the same sound is prominently repeated.  Such  repetition  is  usually  called  alliteration  when  it  is consonants that are repeated and assonance when it is vowels. The most obvious case is the alliteration of consonants at the beginnings of the words.

We  can  start  with  the  effect  produced  when  words  begin  with vowels. I am not talking now about assonance, which is the repetition of the same vowel. But even if the vowels are different, the absence of initial consonants often creates a sense of emptiness, as in the line: The objects that to us are empty air (540) Many other instances of a similar effect could be cited. But now let us come to alliteration proper. In the next example, the three initial

“b”s, one after the other —
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Baffled and beaten back we labour still (342)

—  give  the  impression  of  blows  raining  down.  Then  there  is  the cacophonous quadruple alliteration of hard “c”s in: A dissonant clash of cries and contrary calls (490) The decisive “d” sound dominates the line:

A daring, a delirium of delight (178)

In contrast, the softness of the fricative “f” is used to best advantage in Faint stumbling breezes faltered among flowers (389)

“G”s are mixed with liquid and nasal consonants in the radiant line: A glory is the gold and glimmering moon (624) At the other extreme, in the canto on “The World of Falsehood”, “h”s are used to convey the mood of terror which in Sanskrit poetics is called the  bhayānaka rasa: And horror and the hammering heart of fear (228) In his depiction of the seasons, the poet introduces Spring with an exuberant line whose effect depends partly on the way the tongue leaps from the roof of the mouth in saying the letter “l”: Then Spring, an ardent lover, leaped through leaves (351) On the other hand, the closure of the mouth involved in pronouncing the letter “m” can suggest an atmosphere of mystery. This is reinforced by recurrence of the “m” sound in the alliterative line: The million-mysteried movement of the One (268) The consonant “p”, especially when repeated, can be explosive, as in this line from “The Descent into Night”: Some passion and power and acrid point of life (213) Or  take  the  depiction  of  the  distorted  figure  of  God  seen  in  the equally dark canto that follows:

Revered by the racked wretchedness he had made (229) Here the impression of wretchedness is intensified by the recurrence of initial “r”s in an accelerating movement.

“S”  is  classed  phonetically  as  a  sibilant  consonant.  Sri Aurobindo uses the word “sibilant” itself in an alliteration of “s”s in his vivid description of the monsoon:

Then all was a swift stride, a sibilant race (350) The  sharp  “t”s  of  the  line  “Tortured  herself  and  torturing  by  her
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touch”  (628)  together  with  the  sticky  “ch”  sounds,  heighten  the poignant  evocation  of  Nature’s  “nightmare  change”  described  in this passage. In a very different mood, in “The Book of Yoga”, when Savitri’s sense of separate existence is dissolved in the realisation of Nirvana, what remains is only A vanishing vestige like a violet trace (549) Finally, in the canto on “The Glory and the Fall of Life”, the self-abandon with which the cosmic Life-force manifests herself on her own plane is expressed through the unrestrained alliteration of “w”s in the line: At will she wove her wizard wonder-dance (128) Of course, alliteration is only part of the technique of  Savitri and it is not usually carried as far as in the lines I have chosen as examples.

Sri Aurobindo enumerated several aspects of the technique of the kind of blank verse he was writing and commented on his approach to technique as such:

Variations of rhythm as between the lines, of caesura, of the distribution of long and short, clipped and open syllables, manifold combinations of vowel and consonant sounds, alliteration, assonances,  etc...  these  are  the  important  things.  But  all  that  is usually taken care of by the inspiration itself, for as I know and have the habit of the technique, the inspiration provides what I want according to standing orders. I may add that the technique does not go by any set mental rule—for the object is not perfect technical elegance according to precept, but sound-significance filling out word-significance. If that can be done by breaking rules, well, so much the worse for the rule. (CWSA 27: 274) The distinction Sri Aurobindo makes between “clipped” and “open”

syllables  calls  for  clarification.  What  he  is  referring  to  is  evidently the fact that sometimes a vowel sound is cut short by a consonant that  follows  it  and  sometimes  it  is  not.  For  example,  near  the  end of the first canto when Savitri’s dream-experience of subtle worlds is  interrupted  by  her  return  to  the  waking  consciousness,  the reimposition of the limitations of this world is signalled by the word “back”, where the short “a”, stressed by a metrical inversion, is cut short by the “k” sound that follows. The other stressed vowels in the line are likewise clipped by the hard consonants that come after them:
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Back to the yoke of ignorance and fate (9)

The  clipping  effect  is  especially  apt  where  any  kind  of  abrupt movement is described, as in the first half of this line: A jerk, a leap, a start in Nature’s dream (137) A sense of finality can also be reinforced by words that end in hard consonants, such as the “p” and “t” sounds in the last part of the line: Here the mind’s wisdom stopped; it felt complete (273) The “t”s and “k”s at the ends of the stressed syllables of the line “In  the  sputter  and  scatter  of  her  breaking  work”  (254)  convey  an impression  of  fragmentation  and  chaos  as  Reason  watches  her ordered world disintegrate into quantum anarchy. As a final example of clipped syllables, the assonance of short “a” s, combined with the final “ps” of “snaps” and the closing “t” of “note” in this line in “The Book of Fate”, evoke expressively the suddenness of the moment of death: Or crashing snaps with a last tragic note (439) In contrast to clipped syllables, open syllables are those in which vowel sounds encounter no barriers to their expansion, as in most of the words in the line:

Oceans of being met his voyaging soul (39)

There are even lines in  Savitri with no stop consonants at all to interrupt the flow of the breath when one reads them aloud. For instance, A nameless marvel fills the motionless hours (80)

—where the softness of the nasal, liquid and sibilant consonants does  not  even  momentarily  disturb  the  tranquillity  that  is  evoked.

Even when a few stop consonants occur in passing, their influence is minimised when open syllables are stressed, often in order to express a feeling of wideness as in this line about the world-stair: Infinity calls to it as it dreams and climbs (98) Assonance can reinforce this effect, as in the long “i”s of A Silence listening to the cry of Life (160) Much of  Savitri consists of passages depicting spiritual experiences and realisations. In such passages, open syllables often predominate and create an atmosphere of freedom and vastness, as in the concluding section of “The Book of Yoga”, where this line occurs: It saw the One and knew that all was He (556) 210
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Designs of Sound

Sri Aurobindo was keenly aware of the qualities of the different consonants and vowels that form the building-blocks of words. He used these sounds for their suggestive force, but also wove them in intricate patterns of sheer word-music. All this belongs to the technical side  of  poetry.  On  the  other  hand,  it  cannot  be  reduced  to  mere technique. Sri Aurobindo wrote in a letter: As  for  technique,  there  is  a  technique  of  this  higher  poetry but it is not analysable and teachable... One must have the inner sight and inner ear for these things; one must be able to hear the sound-meaning, feel the sound-spaces with their vibrations... In this technique it must be the right word and no other, in the right place, and in no other, the right sounds and no others, in a design of sound that cannot be changed even a little. (CWSA 27: 24-25) Another letter on technique refers to the need to vary “the structure of the lines” so as to avoid the “monotonous vapid wash” that English blank verse can easily become. To give an idea of what some of these line structures might look like, I will conclude with a few examples of basic patterns of alliteration and assonance that occur in a variety of forms in  Savitri. Some of the simplest of these can be represented by the formulas AABB, ABAB and ABBA. In this line near the end of the first canto — At the sombre centre of the dire debate (10)

— the alliteration of the pairs of words, “sombre centre” and “dire debate”, reinforces the symmetry of the two halves of the line. A similar structural effect is produced by a combination of the assonance of short

“u”s and “i”s and the alliteration of “l”s in this line in the next canto: But one stood up and lit the limitless flame (18) A highly alliterative instance of this pattern is found on the first page of the Book of the Traveller of the Worlds:

In plots of pain and dramas of delight (95)

In contrast, in the line

A ripple on a single sea of peace (325)

the  assonance  of  short  “i”s  and  long  “e”s  is  interwoven  with  the alliteration of the soft consonants “l” and “s”. Here is another example of the use of assonance in an AABB structure:
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His light inspires the eternal Word (656)

The ABAB pattern of alliteration can be illustrated by a line in the passage on inspiration which we encountered earlier: A music spoke transcending mortal speech (38) The line about “plots of pain and dramas of delight” quoted above as an example of the AABB pattern is immediately followed by a striking instance of the ABAB pattern: The wonder and beauty of her will to be (95)

Another highly alliterative example is:

Hunting for pleasure in the heart of pain (194) Assonance of long “i”s and short “e”s plays a similar structural role in the line:

Her giant energy tied to petty forms (108)

In another case of this pattern, the parallelism of two grammatically similar phrases is reinforced by vowel assonance: It plans without thinking, acts without a will (253) The ABBA pattern offers further possibilities of variation in the design of sound, as in this line about the invisible potency of the past: It bore the future on its phantom breast (11) This mirror-like pattern occurs again in the rich alliteration of The blaze of godlike thought and golden bliss (279) Assonance can create a similar effect, as we see in the choreography of the line: These static objects in the cosmic dance (156) Assonance and alliteration can also be combined, as in: A scout of victory in a vigil tower (358)

A final example, among many others that could be given, is: Life is a marvel missed, an art gone wry (439) In  speaking  of  the  technique  of   Savitri, one has to keep in mind Sri Aurobindo’s own statement:

Do not forget that the  Savitri  is an experiment in mystic poetry, spiritual poetry cast into a symbolic figure. Done on this scale, it is really a new attempt and cannot be hampered by old ideas of technique except when they are assimilable... The attempt at mystic spiritual poetry of the kind I am at demands above all a spiritual 212
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objectivity, an intense psycho-physical concreteness... According to certain canons... there should be a subtlety of art not displayed but severely concealed— summa ars est celare artem.  Very good for a certain standard of poetry, not so good or not good at all for others... I cannot bring out the spiritual objectivity if I have to be miserly about epithets, images, or deny myself the use of all available resources of sound significance. (CWSA 27: 282-283) In  writing  his  epic,  Sri Aurobindo  put  all  the  resources  of  sound significance  available  in  the  English  language  at  the  service  of  his poetic and spiritual inspiration. I have pointed out some of the most obvious ways in which he has done this. But every line of the poem has its own word-music, whether or not it can be analysed. If one is simply aware of the sound of the words when reading it, the mantric power that Sri Aurobindo has packed into  Savitri is sure to have an effect on our consciousness.
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Sri Aurobindo’s  Savitri: The Fire and the Force Dr Charan Singh Kedarkhandi

Sri Aurobindo’s timeless classic  Savitri: a Legend and a Symbol continues to enthuse the world.  Savitri is a poem, a promise and a  prophecy.  It  is  one  poem  with  one  thousand  shades  of  meaning! 

It is the story of creation and a death-defying love story, a timeless mahakavya   or  cosmic  epic  for  the  rasikas,  the  connoisseurs.  It  is  a potent and revealed  mantra,   an  infallible  guide  and  guidance  for life and superlife. It is a powerful prophecy of a new race ,  a promise of a divine superhumanity upon earth. “Earth is the chosen place of mightiest souls” (686) declares the protagnonist Savitri, the Sun-Word, the daughter of the Divine, the bringer of boons, the herald of hope, the fire, the force and the fragrance fabulous!

Savitri’s significance to Sri Aurobindo was immense and unmatched.

During the last days of his ephemeral lila, he called this poem “my main work” ( Twelve Years with Sri Aurobindo: 179) and “my real  work”

(Ibid: 256). I am not surprised when Prof. Mangesh Nadkarni, one of the most loving sons of  Savitri, says that “There is a teacher present in every line of  Savitri — the consciousness of Sri Aurobindo himself” 

( Savitri, The Golden Bridge, The Wonderful Fire: 16). Amal Kiran, the one disciple before whom Sri Aurobindo divulged the presence of  Savitri by sending him a few lines as examples of overhead poetry, welcomed the advent of  Savitri  as  a  “new  age  of  mystical  poetry”.  Despite  it sublime spiritual heights,  Savitri  is also an epic of earth’s agony, the saga of her indescribable suffering, her tumultuous upheavals and her urge for transformation. Earth remains the headquarters of ironies and idiosyncrasies: Where God is unseen and only is heard a Name, Where knowledge is trapped in the boundaries of mind And life is hauled in the drag-net of desire

And Matter hides the soul from its own sight... (702) There is little wonder that when God speaks his final word to Savitri, one of the commands He gives is
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...thou shalt raise  the earth-soul to Light And bring down  God into the lives of men. (699) We  have  palatial  pagodas,  large  temples,  prayer  houses,  giant mosques, exquisite Gurudwaras and breath-taking churches, but we have no presence of God in our life. “God is unseen and only is heard a Name” (702). We take God’s name not for his but for our own sake, for the fulfilment of our desires. This alone is one of the most vital reasons of human suffering on earth. So one of the works assigned to Savitri is to “bring down God into the lives of men”.

In one of the most forceful and revelatory speeches of the epic, Savitri (and through her, mankind as a whole) has been addressed as

“Authors of earth’s high change” (370) and one of earth’s “master-builders”(461)! She is not meek or weak, but a “human claimant to immortality” (664), a force formidable and a flame incarnate who has the grit and gumption to take on the god of Death: “I trample on thy law with living feet” (652).

Savitri has descended on earth to settle things that are otherwise topsy turvy, to reorder the feigned order and to put it into a perfect perfection.  She  is  the  herald  of  that  “one  high  step  [that  will]

enfranchise  all”  (371)  and  to  bless  with  agility  and  aesthetics  the woeful story of earth lurching between an “epic of hope and failure”

(Ibid). Savitri has come down to end the poetry of pain and to prepare this earth for an unending efflorescence of Love, Light, Freedom and Immortality. She is the goddess of Immortality and wishes to shower all her blessings upon earth and transform it forever. She has come down  to  feed  and  fondle,  to  kiss  and  caress,  to  care  and  comfort.

She is immortal, a living manifestation of earth’s springs, a “radiant fountain of the world’s delight” (345) and, fortunately for man, she has joyfully accepted all the troubles and travails of this “revolving chamber without walls” (154) that we name ‘earth’. Alas, had earth not “stabled her dreams in Matter’s courts” (123), surely “Heaven’s joys might have been earth’s” (123).

On the heights of its compassion,  Savitri is the saga of all the “glory lost” and the “greatness murdered” (689) by human hubris and suicidal megalomania. The tragedy of earth is that most of her inhabitants are
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satisfied to be “common men” (689), and “most are built to Nature’s early plan” (689). Little wonder then that,

Heaven’s call is rare, rarer the heart that heeds. (689) But because the Divine Mother has taken charge of earth’s morose destiny, it is bound to transform and yield before the deity formidable.

No matter how harsh the autumn of human lassitude, the ineffable music  of  heaven’s  spring  shall  be  played  and  the  harp  of  hope and  happiness  shall  be  heard.  Despite  man’s  universal  blindness towards things higher and deeper, “some shall be made the glory’s receptacles” (705).

Savitri is God’s direct colloquy with man who is “A link between the demigod and the beast” (337). The entire poem is a promise of man’s earthly possibilities, his supreme and sublime destinies, the epic adventures  and  violent  voyages  and  eventual  rendezvous  with  the peaks of Perfection. The greatest tragedy or travesty of man’s life is that he “wallows in mud, yet heavenward soars in thought” (659). He never becomes what he could have been and therefore weeps and wails, fumbles and stumbles, grumbles and eventually crumbles! He alone is “a thinking being in an unthinking world” (78) and, perpetually restless and impatient, always feels the pressures of his limitations. Look at the agony of the Man of Sorrows, Vishad Purusha, in  Savitri: Hell tortures me with the edges of my thought, Heaven tortures me with the splendour of my dreams. (506) His thoughts torment him by their pointed edges. Sometimes, so cruel and horrible are his thoughts that he feels tortured by their turbulence, by the very imagination of their fulfilment. All the bloody episodes of human history, all the executed pages of nefarious human thinking — from the horrifying hounds of the Holocaust to the ruse of the Rape of Nanking — invade his mind from subconscient depths. But heaven also tortures man by the splendour of his dreams. Sometimes man thinks of the glories and majestic heavenly adventures, his epic and triumphal climbs, the indescribable joy of summiting the last summit. He looks around and sees the glory and greatness of seers and avatars around and dreams of their perfection. Both heaven and hell torture and torment man because he is not made to forever languish on earth as average humanity. He has to climb, to fight, to win, to be, to prove. This is his destiny. And he will 216
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succeed  by  the  direct  and  unfaltering  help  of  Mother  Savitri,  the  fire celestial, the force formidable, and the fragrance  fabulous.

Savitri: The Fire 

The protagonist of the poem,  Savitri, is the one celestial goddess who has “brought immortal words to mortal men” (39). So powerful and irresistible is her presence that the poet writes very highly about her  mights  and  magnificences  —  “In  darkness’s  core  she  dug  out wells of Light” (41).  Savitri is a samurai who can dig into the core of darkness and bless those abysses with wells of Light.

She  is  “a  wonderful  mother  of  unnumbered  souls”  (695)  as  well as “the priestess of immaculate ecstasies” (15). Unlike Shelley, there is no pain fraught in Savitri’s laughter. Her ecstasies are beyond the ominous shadows of pain and privation. No student of Savitri ever remains in sorrow after drinking her delights. Savitri is here on earth to return the springtides of unflinching strength and the splendours of unending joys. She has also come to bring down the samurai spirit of earth. In fact,  Savitri is predominantly the saga and spiritual adventure of a warrior princess who has been described as “A flaming warrior from the eternal peaks” (21) who is working since time immemorial in order to bring heaven and all heavenly blessings down on earth. She is “A force ...that toiled since earth was made” (19). As a guardian angel of humankind, Savitri is there to extend the helping hand, to embrace the race, to heal humanity. She was blessed with the powers of the

“Truth that saves” (621):

A fire has come and touched men’s hearts and gone; A few have caught flame and risen to greater life.

Too unlike the world she came to help and save, Her greatness weighed upon its ignorant breast...

To live with grief, to confront death on her road,—

The mortal’s lot became the Immortal’s share. (7) Savitri  has  embraced  an  earth  for  which  hurting  and  wounding, laughing and lampooning are very common and helping and healing too rare. But she has come on this earth to make it a field of birth and mirth, hope and humanity, bliss and beatitude. She is not here just to express her sympathy and return back. She has come “to live with grief” and, more significantly, “to confront death on her road”.
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How can we remain unhappy and moribund when we have with us this “fire”  that can fight on our behalf against Death?

In  one  of  the  most  sublime  lines  of  “The  Book  of  Beginnings”, Sri Aurobindo introduces Savitri as,

A lightning from the heights on our abyss. (14) What  does  lightning  do?  It  frightens,  strikes  hard,  tears,  shears, roars  and  rends  everything!  It  heralds  the  thunderstorms,  it nourishes  thunderbolts!  But  lightning  also  brings  with  it  the  glory of  light  and  clarity  of  atmosphere.  For  a  brief  period,  there  is  no dolorous  darkness,  no  unclarity,  no  fearful  fluttering,  no  fog  and mist of misunderstanding. Savitri is a lightning from the heights on our depths, our dark and dingy abysses. She has come to bless and beautify us. By the magnanimous power of her proximity, One could drink life  back in streams of honey-fire , Recover the lost habit of happiness, Feel her bright nature’s glorious ambience,

And preen joy in her warmth and colour’s rule...

At once she was the stillness and the word,

A continent of self-diffusing peace,

An ocean of untrembling virgin fire... (15-16) We  have  forgotten  that  we  are  here  to  enjoy  life,  to  dance  in delirium! So cacophonous is the harsh cry of battle, so deep are the nails of rancour that we don’t remember to drink life “to the lees”  , as Tennyson puts it in his poem Ulysses. The advent of Savitri brings back in man’s life “the lost habit of happiness”! Savitri’s peace is not of  an  island’s,  she  is  “a  continent  of  self-diffusing  peace”!  And  she wishes to establish that original peace here on earth. But she is also “an ocean of untrembling virgin fire”. She has the power of creation and recreation. If she can save and succour, she also can kill and play the death dance of Kali. As a fire, Sri Aurobindo defines the work and purpose of Savitri’s advent in these lines:

To wrestle with the Shadow she had come

And must confront the riddle of man’s birth

And life’s brief struggle in dumb Matter’s night...

Or hew the way of Immortality,

To win or lose the godlike game for man...

But not to submit and suffer was she born;
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To lead, to deliver was her glorious part. (17) She is a fire that has never learnt the art of losing battles. She has never lost a game. She has come, how majestically pointed out, “to hew the way of Immortality”! And that immortality will not come on the platter. She has to earn it. She has to fight a gory battle, alone and unhelped. She is aware that “The great are strongest when they stand alone” (460). Before realising and materialising her dream of endless spring on earth, she has to dare death, shear sophism, rend apart all shadows of Ego and Ignorance. There is no short-cut.

But the world should not forget that Savitri is not an ordinary fire or power. She is embellished by all glories of the fount of Existence: She is the golden bridge, the wonderful fire , The luminous heart of the Unknown is she,

A power of silence in the depths of God;

She is the Force, the inevitable Word. (314)

King  Aswapati  introduces  Savitri  to  sage  celestial  Narad  in  the following words,

A flame  of radiant happiness she was born And surely will that flame set earth alight:

Doom surely will see her pass and say no word! (423) The sage king is dead sure about the valour and vigour of Savitri.

Rarely have we heard a father, even in India’s classics, introducing his daughter delight as “A flame of radiant happiness”. Aswapati knows the powers of possibilities that are inherent in Savitri and on that belief he is sure that her powers shall “set earth alight”  .  But the next line he utters is no less than a thunderbolt: “Doom surely will see her pass and say no word!” Even before the battle, the father sage knows the results of the battle! He knows the hidden and unique forces of his daughter, all the siddhis and blessings showered upon her by Goddess Gayatri.

Savitri  is  fighting  with  the  might  of  God  and  for  God.  Her  long and  spectacular  struggle  with  Death  is  one  of  the  best  and  most scintillating chapters of the poem. There are times when she sheds all the decorative garbs of feigned civility and boldly challenges and chastises Death. She is free from all dilemmas of life and her mind is “delivered from all twilight thoughts” (Ibid: 638). She is rooted in the
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ultimate realisation of universal oneness. Nothing can mislead her, foil her designs, fail her adventures or dare her audacities —

For now at last I know beyond all doubt,

The great stars burn with my unceasing fire

And life and death are both its fuel made...

Earth saw my struggle, heaven my victory;

All shall be seized, transcended. (638)

How  assuring  is  the  last  line!  “All  shall  be  seized,  transcended.”

Nothing  will  escape  the  majestic  force  and  hypnotising  fragrance  of Savitri. Like Satyr’s song, the spell of Savitri’s presence will be permanent and effective. Her aura shall be irresistible, unavoidable her Presence.

Savitri, the Force

A might is with her that makes wonders true. (182) Everything seems and becomes possible when she is around. There is an incomparable power in Savitri “that makes wonders true”! So effective is the puissance of Savitri that “She builds creation like a rainbow bridge” (182). The entire epic, all of the nearly 24 thousand lines, is the saga of her bravery and battle. She has the force formidable, nay, she  is   the  force  formidable.  Savitri is supremely wise, divine, virtuous, brave, beautiful, “a pillared ripple of gold” ... a brimmed pitcher of delight” (422). She has everything the gods overhead have. Her fire, force and her fragrance — the mighty sweetness of her speech and her presence — leaves Death dumb and helpless because she has these mights since her birth and has been compelled to come to earth to transform her into heaven’s gold. In the twinkling of an eye, she creates wonders to enrich earth — she fashions godlike marvels out of mud!

And the secret of this drama divine is that,

When most unseen, most mightily she works...

She fashions godlike marvels out of mud;

In the plasm she sets her dumb immortal urge, Helps the live tissue to think, the closed sense to feel, Flashes through the frail nerves poignant messages, In a heart of flesh miraculously loves,

To brute bodies gives a soul, a will, a voice. (180-181) Savitri is the goddess of creation. To help, to create, to sustain and succeed are her natural glories. She runs with the pulse of existence.

Nothing can escape her mighty influence. In the heart of flesh,  the
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human  heart  which  remains  the  headquarters  of  arrogance,  anger, ruse and rancour, she “miraculously loves”! She is the fire and force behind all heroic climbs and spiritual and audacious adventures of the  human  soul.  To  earth’s  brute  and  bestial  bodies,  she  gives  the splendour of soul, the athlete will to climb and conquer, and the mighty voice to interpret and express, soundlessly! Savitri is goddess of Strength, goddess of Wisdom and goddess of creation all rolled into one. As a reward of his arduous tapasya, goddess Gayatri blesses Aswapati with a daughter of immense powers and possibilities. One of her boons is strength — moral, physical and spiritual might — by which she will become a spiritual samurai: Strength shall be with her like a conqueror’s sword. (346) The  first  glimpse  of  Savitri’s  rock  solid  resolution  comes  when she  returns  home  after  fulfilling  the  proud  mission  of  choosing  a life partner. But as discussion follows and Narad reveals before the worried royal couple — the King and Queen — that Satyavan is bound to die within one year of his marriage with Savitri, the fateful Queen advises Savitri to change her mind and make a second choice. Savitri spurns such a proposal and thunders, My heart has sealed its troth to Satyavan:

Its signature the adverse Fate cannot efface...

I am stronger than death and greater than my fate; My love shall outlast the world, doom falls from me Helpless against my immortality. (432)

However adverse may be the Fate, it has not the power and audacity to efface the signature of Savitri! She is stronger than death and greater than fate! Even doom remains helpless against the immortality of Savitri and her love that will outlast the world! Let us not forget that Savitri’s love is Satyavan and Satyavan is nothing but the delegate of humanity’s soul,  a representative of aspiring humankind. Savitri is not predicting, nay exclaiming, the fate of her lover, but the fate of this earth. It suggests that as long as she is around, nothing can touch or smear her beautiful love, this earth. This is very much known to Narad. He knows everything — past, present and the future. He knows the foregone result of Savitri’s epic battle with Death. He knows the nursery of perpetual joy that is taking birth in the heart of Savitri and he also knows that she alone is capable to deal with all enemies of Light. Finally, he advises queen Malavi to respect Sri Aurobindo’s  Savitri: The Fire and the Force 221

the divine will and ask not for heavenly intervention in a strife in which the Queen has no business! You have your daughter divine before you, you need not to cry to heaven. Crying is useless in this episode. Look at your powerful daughter; she alone can save everything!

Cry not to heaven for she alone can save.

For this the silent Force came missioned down; In her the conscious will took human shape:

She only can save herself and save the world. (461) This is one of the most heart-touching accounts of Savitri’s saga. Savitri has with her all the glories and boons, the fire and force of heavenly gods. 

It is useless to call upon heaven when she is around.  The all-knowing sage Narad is right to urge humanity to lay absolute and unfaltering faith in the might of Savitri. “Cry not to heaven for she alone can save” — this line hides more than it speaks. Even heaven cannot save humanity, she alone  can save. The proud mission of her Advent is to save earth, to take and tuck earth in her bosom, to dare dire forebodings, to surround and safeguard earth. Never ever has this world witnessed a force like this!

We have seen and adored the occasional arrival of gods and goddesses, the proverbial  deus ex machina, and they too leave earth for heaven

— waiting for another prostration of man at their feet. But Savitri has forever embraced this earth and made it her home and hamlet, she has become one of us! There is but no second explanation for this line —

“Earth cannot flower if lonely I return” (637). She knows that she is the sum  and  substance  of  earth’s  possibilities,  the  surviving  seed  of  her efflorescence .  She “sees and feels one Heart beat in all” (635). She has experienced universal oneness  and become an inalienable part of the earth consciousness. One of the four concluding lines of her last speech is “to feel love and oneness is to live” (724).

In the spectacular debate with Death, Savitri powerfully defends her proud mission in these words,

My heart is stronger than thy bonds, O Death.

It sees and feels one Heart beat in all,

It feels the high Transcendent’s sunlike hands, It sees the cosmic Spirit at its work...

My heart’s strength can carry the grief of the universe. (635) Unlike  Vyasa’s,  Sri Aurobindo’s  Savitri  is  a  bold  warrior.  She  is  not humble and stoic. And the reason is apparent. Vyasa’s Savitri is fighting
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for her husband and the poor and puerile joys of this earth, whereas Sri Aurobindo’s Savitri is fighting for earth, for the lost springs of human life, for establishing the glory and greatness of heaven on earth. For her, Satyavan is  satya-chetna, the Truth-consciousness,  and not just a man’s body. This difference in the purpose of her fight makes Savitri unique. She makes us participants of her victory,  rasikas of her Rasa, connoisseurs of her company. She returns us back to our lost spirit of heroism and our lost manhood .  Her ferocity is spectacular, as is her audacity. Witness the force: I claim from Time my will’s eternity, God from his moments. (652)

This  is  the  language  of  the  warrior  celestial!  In  these  forceful lines,  she  is  not  requesting,  hoping,  urging  or  expecting.  She  is claiming! And claiming what? Her will’s eternity! She wants her will forever fulfilled on earth, in all seasons, mid all reasons, under all circumstances. And what is the will of Savitri? Her only desire is to sow springs of bliss and immortality on the terra firma of earth. She wants Truth to be the veritable ruler of earth; she wants the annihilation of ego and ignorance, the doom of perversion and precarious fate. She wants God thriving in the heart beats of humanity. She wants to make this world “God’s visible garden house” (707).

Savitri, the Fragrance Fabulous Sri Aurobindo’s   Savitri  is  a  fragrance  fabulous  too.  And  more  than material  fragrance,  Savitri  is  a  poetic  and  spiritual  sweet  odour.  It  will continue to enthuse the muses of times to come. Like Ariel in Shakespeare’s “The Tempest”,  Savitri will hypnotise everyone and everything. Its nearness is alchemic. A silent, slow but powerful metamorphosis takes place when we sit near this poem and try to hear its unuttered words. But this does not mean that there is no material scent in  Savitri! There is in abundance. So intense is the taste that the connoisseur faints.

The  hour  of  Savitri’s  birth  is  perhaps  the  most  fragrant  page  of Savitri   the  epic,  with  unique  sights,  sounds,  images,  imageries  and ecstasies innumerable:

A storm of sweetness and of light and song,

A revel of colour and of ecstasy,

A hymn of rays, a litany of cries:

A strain of choral priestly music sang
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And, swung on the swaying censer of the trees, A sacrifice of perfume filled the hours...

White jasmines haunted the enamoured air,

Pale mango-blossoms fed the liquid voice

Of the love-maddened coil, and the brown bee

Muttered in fragrance  mid the honey-buds. (352) A poet would say it is sensuousness at its best! Such sweetness, such  joy,  such  harmonious  madness!  So  sumptuous  is  the  image:

“Pale mango-blossoms fed the liquid voice / Of the love maddened coil”!  The  love-laden  cuckoo  singing  of  summer  is  heralding  hope and planting bliss everywhere. The fragrance doesn’t diminish easily, it runs through nearly all the pages of the Book of Love, the Book of Death and also the Book of Double Twilight. Mark the magnificence hidden in the words of Satyavan when, for the first time, the Veda-Knower is introducing himself to Savitri through his acquaintance with Mother Nature and her glories, grandeurs, beauties and blessings: I met the frankness of the primal earth, I enjoyed the intimacy of the infant God...

I lay in the wide embrace of heaven,

The sunlight’s radiant blessing clasped my brow, The moonbeams’ silver ecstasy at night

Kissed my dim lids to sleep... (403-404)

Satyavan, the “pupil of solitude” (403), appreciates and adopts all the flowers and fruits, creating a wonderful ambiance of smell and trance.


Conclusion 

There is no conclusion in  Savitri or of  Savitri. The music is celestial, the  splendour  is  eternal,  the  magic  is  timeless.  All  the  reasons of  Savitri’s  Advent  are  very  much  around  us.  The  work  remains unfinished,  the  divine  task  unaccomplished  and  unsung  the  poetry of  perfection.  Let  us  invoke  the  fire,  admire  and  prostrate  before the  force  and  happily  let  ourselves  be  entrapped  by  the  fragrance of   Savitri,  our  sole  anchor  and  support.  The  more  the  dolour  and darkness, the more the need of Light. Prema Nandakumar, one of the daughters of Savitri’s wisdom home, beautifully writes, Savitri is more than a poem, more even than a cosmic poem, for it is not about the dawn, or about light, or about  The Life Divine; Savitri   is the Dawn itself, it is Light, it is Life. There is so much 224
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darkness and the despair in the world today; the remedy can only be a new a  new invasion of Light and Hope, a new incarnation of Love, and  Savitri  is such an invasion... ( Sri Aurobindo’s Savitri, A Study of the Cosmic Epic: 464-65)

Keats end his poem “Ode to a Nightingale” with this poetic confusion: Fled is the music, do I sleep or awake?

There should be no such confusion in the minds of  Savitri lovers —

this music will never flee or leave us in doldrums!
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Record of Yoga and  Savitri

Dr V. Ananda Reddy

A very interesting topic that I would like to discuss today is the inner link between the  Record of Yoga and  Savitri.  But  I  must tell  you  right  at  the  outset  that  this  comparison  itself  was  initiated and inspired by Richard Hartz, a very profound scholar from the Sri Aurobindo Archives, Sri Aurobindo Ashram, Pondicherry. I read his articles in Mother India many years back, which is what started my interest in this topic. Hartz showed what the Mother has been always telling us, that everything that Sri Aurobindo wrote is from his own deeply personal experience. Of course, the Mother has told us that she too had these experiences as he was writing them in  Savitri.

Savitri  has  been  subtitled  “A  legend  and  a  symbol”.  Savitri as a legend and  Savitri   as a symbol are represented by two astounding verses. They are, respectively,

This was the day when Satyavan must die. (10) And the second,

For ever love, O beautiful slave of God! (702) It is as if the whole of  Savitri as a legend hangs on the single verse, which was prophesied by Narad. We first hear about this prophecy in the last line of Book One, Canto One, “This was the day when Satyavan must die” (10). After that, the next books and cantos are a kind of a flashback. During this flashback, we hear Narad’s prophecy set in its proper context after hearing what Savitri had to tell about Satyavan. At that point Narad declares: Twelve swift winged months are given to him and her.

This day returning Satyavan must die. (431)

He uses the same words declared at the end of Canto One —

“Satyavan must die”. And then Savitri declares her decision: Once my heart chose and chooses not again. (432) The flashback of the legend ends in Book Eight, the Book of Death, with  waking  of  Savitri  on  the  morning  of  the  day  that  Satyavan dies. Savitri follows Death and Satyavan — we come to know of its symbolism in Book Nine. However, I must hasten to add that it would 226
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be an error to divide the epic very categorically. Although the whole of   Savitri is steeped in symbolism, one of the most powerful and symbolic lines is this:

For ever love, O beautiful slave of God! (702) I chose this line based on the Mother’s declaration that this line gave her the most overpowering experience of the entire book. She said,

...the line from  Savitri gave me the most overpowering experience of the entire book (because, as I told you, as I read, I would LIVE

the experiences — reading brought, instantly, a living experience).

And when I came to this particular line... I was as if suddenly swept up and engulfed in... (‘the’ is wrong, ‘an’ is wrong — it’s neither one nor the other, it’s something else)... eternal Truth. Everything was abolished except this: “For ever love, O beautiful slave of God!” That alone existed. ( Mother’s Agenda 2: 27-28) So we have here two lines. The first, “This was the day when Satyavan must die”, is the central line for  Savitri as a legend. The second, “For ever love, O beautiful slave of God!”, represents  Savitri as a symbol.

As this second line was mentioned by the Mother herself, I was confident in choosing it as representative of the symbolism of  Savitri.

Both these verses, the prophetic and the symbolic, are based purely on Sri Aurobindo’s personal experiences during the days of his intense tapasya from 1910 to 1914, and a little bit of the 1920’s, as recorded in his yogic diary, the  Record of Yoga. There surely are other verses that link the  Record of Yoga and  Savitri, but I would like to look more deeply into these two amazing verses to establish the inalienable link between the two records: the  Record of Yoga and the record of his experiences that is  Savitri.

Sri Aurobindo writes that the earliest version of  Savitri was more a legend and not a symbol. He made a kind of a discrimination between the legend and symbol after taking it up again around 1931. It was then that the second version turned into a symbol, and the most magnificent  symbol  that  the  world  of  literature  has  ever  seen.  He seems to have poured in the version of 1935 his deepest and highest consciousness, for he had climbed by then to the first stages of the supramental consciousness. He wrote, Now I have got the hang of the whole hanged thing — like a very Einstein I have got the mathematical formula of the whole affair
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(unintelligible as in his case to anybody but myself) and am working it out figure by figure... (CWSA 35: 344) The tail of the supermind is descending, descending, descending. It is only the tail at present, but where the tail can pass, the rest will follow. (357) When we start thinking in these lines, what comes to our help is the Mother’s own summary of  Savitri in which she notes four different aspects of  Savitri. Again, she uses the word “record” in referring to Savitri: 1.  The daily record of the spiritual experiences of the individual who has written.

2.  A complete system of yoga which can serve as a guide for those who want to follow the integral sadhana.

3.  The yoga of the Earth in its ascension towards the Divine.

4.  The experiences of the Divine Mother in her effort to adapt herself to the body she has taken and the ignorance and the falsity of the earth upon which she has incarnated. (CWM 13: 24) Amazingly, what we see here is that there are four levels in  Savitri: the individual level, the collective level, the earth level, and the level of the Avatar. It is a magnificent book which has been given on four different levels. It is useful for individual sadhana, collective sadhana, the earth sadhana and the sadhana of the Avatar himself or herself.

But what is most relevant to us at present is the first aspect, namely, the daily record of the spiritual experiences of the individual who has written it. Indeed,  Savitri is the record of a seeing of the experiences which impacted Sri Aurobindo’s consciousness, both on the physical and psychological levels. Sri Aurobindo expresses in a letter about his daily experiences: We  know  well  what  is  the  difference  between  a  subjective experience  and  a  dynamic  outward-going  and  realising  Force.

So although we have faith,—and who ever did anything great in the world without having faith in his mission or the Truth at work behind him? — we do not found ourselves on faith alone, but on a great ground of knowledge which we have been developing and testing all our lives. I think I can say that I have been testing day and night for years upon years more scrupulously than any scientist his theory or his method on the physical plane. (CWSA 35: 322) 228
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When  we  put  together  these  quotations  from  the  Mother  and  the Master, it tells us that these experiences which were collected during his days of tapasya were embedded in his own consciousness and expressed in  Savitri. During the years from 1910 to 1914 he was engaged in an intense tapasya which he called the  Sapta-chatustaya, a path of yoga he discovered himself, although we know that Swami Vivekananda came to him inwardly in the Alipore jail and gave him a kind of a direction towards the Supermind. Swami Vivekananda told him a few steps on the way, revealed some lamp posts, but he didn’t utter the word Supermind. After coming to Pondicherry, Sri Aurobindo discovered the  sapta-chatustaya, the seven tetrads. As he described it, he was testing his experiences and progress like any scientist, and he was noting this down in his diary which was published later as  Record of Yoga.

It is interesting that the period when he was maintaining his diary does  not  coincide  with  the  period  of  writing   Savitri.  The  diary  was written mainly from 1910 to 1914, and the first existing draft of  Savitri is dated  1916, but the expansion of the poem really started from about 1931 onwards. While he was engaged with his inner journey and noting down his progress on the different parts of his being in the  Record of Yoga,  he was also pouring his knowledge into the  Arya like a cascade. It has been emphasised by the Mother that what he wrote in his books was based on his personal experiences. But what I want to bring to your attention is that there is a long gap between the sadhana as recorded in both the  Record and the  Arya and the later writing of  Savitri in its final state. The last entry of the  Record of Yoga was dated 31 October 1927, whereas he revised his earlier versions of Savitri almost eight years later in 1935.

I’m indebted to Richard Hartz, for he has done a wonderful study to show how the  Record of Yoga and  Savitri were brought together canto by canto. He notes that the cantos describing Aswapati’s yoga in Book One pertaining to the “Yoga of the King”, the whole of Book Two titled “The Book of the Traveller of the Worlds”, and Book Three, “The Book of the Divine Mother”, focus on Aswapati’s yoga of ascent, and which are recognised to be related to Sri Aurobindo’s own personal yoga, were written after the documentation in the  Record of Yoga was stopped. This implies that the experiences that were occurring during the period of writing the  Record of Yoga were brought much later into  Savitri. And also, very interestingly, even Book Seven, “The Book of Yoga”, which  Record of Yoga  and  Savitri 229

continues the main journey of yoga of Savitri towards the discovery of the soul, comes long after the period of the  Record of Yoga.

In such a situation, how did Sri Aurobindo put them together? On the deeper level, the issue of correlating both these records can be resolved by interpreting their daily records on two levels. One level is  the  many  experiences  that  Sri Aurobindo  had  gained  during  the years when he was noting them down in the  Record of Yoga and later carried over to  Savitri, in whichever year it was written, revised or edited. The second level is that  Savitri contains on-going experiences that  continued  during  his  ascent  of  consciousness.  If  we  look deeper into  Savitri, we will see instances of both of these, one from his experiences of tapasya early on and the other from his ongoing ascent of consciousness. It is one thing to claim that the two types of experiences of intense tapasya were brought into  Savitri. But do we have a proof of that?

Richard Hartz gives us a beautiful hint. I’m going to take up only two examples. The first is my example of  Savitri as a legend, represented by the line, “This was the day when Satyavan must die”. It relates to trikaldrishti. And the other one is relates to  dasya bhava,  which suits very well the second sentence, “For ever love, O beautiful slave of God!” I will show how these two powerful verses in  Savitri are based on Sri Aurobindo’s experiences as noted in the  Record of Yoga and therefore link  Savitri to the  Record of Yoga.

Now, what does  trikaldrishti  mean?  In  the   Record of Yoga, Sri Aurobindo says  trikaldrishti “is a special faculty of jnana by which that general power is applied to the actuality of things, their details of  event,  tendency  etc.  in  the  past,  present  &  future  of  the  world as it exists, has existed & will exist in Time” ( Record of Yoga: 19). It is the knowledge of the past, present and future of the individual or of the world itself. This has been experienced, experimented with and conquered by ancient Indian Yogis. If we get into the details of that it is very interesting. In the  Record of Yoga, we see that Sri Aurobindo first experimented with ants and birds to see whether he could predict their next movements. It may seem very small to predict the movement of ant, but it was not very small for Sri Aurobindo because if it can be done there it can be done elsewhere. These experiments with ants are indirectly brought in  Savitri too. There is a line in which he says, “I have studied the methods of the ant and ape” (519). It is 230
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interesting to see how even an experiment with ants is brought in later after 20 years or so.

Trikaldrishti is closely related to Narad’s prophecy: “This was the day when Satyavan must die” (10). It relates to the future on the level of the present manifested time. Narad’s prophecy is not only about the fate of Satyavan. When he says “Satyavan must die”, he is telling us something about the fate of Satyavan, but at the same time he is foreseeing the future of Savitri herself, and obviously the world is linked with her. Here are the lines: A day may come when she must stand unhelped

On a dangerous brink of the world’s doom and hers, Carrying the world’s future on her lonely breast, Carrying the human hope in a heart left sole

To conquer or fail on a last desperate verge, Alone with death and close to extinction’s edge. (461) This  is  a  great  prophecy  uttered  by  Narad,  but  I  personally  feel that  Sri Aurobindo  has  used  Narad  as  a  character  to  give  this prophecy which is not simply related to the story in  Savitri  but also to the Mother. Narad is known as the divine sage, the  manas-putra of Brahma, who is equipped with  trikaldrishti.  He can see the past, present and future. That has been an Indian tradition regarding the sage Narad referred to in Indian literature. He has knowledge of the future. He would use this foreknowledge to forewarn the protagonists in various stories. He knows the future, but he brings it to the present knowledge  of  the  people  around  him  to  hasten  the  future;  he  is what we call a catalyst of the future. He reveals only that much of his foresight as is required for the immediate future. Sri Aurobindo says, in one of the lines: He hid in his all-knowing mind the rest, (420) It shows that Narad knows much more than what he said, but he doesn’t tell that because that is not useful for the present situation.

Maybe  by  hiding  some  aspect  of  the  future  it  is  better  for  the present  work  that  is  going  on.  When  Sri Aurobindo  says,  “He  hid in his all-knowing mind the rest”, I strongly feel that he is speaking about himself. Through Narad, Sri Aurobindo is expressing his own experience of  trikaldrishti. Sri Aurobindo writes, O deathless sage who knowest all things here, (421) The  one  who  knowest  all  things  is  not  Narad  but  Sri Aurobindo  Record of Yoga  and  Savitri 231

himself. In a way, the whole of  Savitri  is a record of Sri Aurobindo’s own  trikaldrishti. This one siddhi can be applied to the entire  Savitri. 

Savitri, as the Mother herself emphasises, has in it the past of the earth, its present mission and its future.

Sri Aurobindo speaks of two types of  trikaldrishti.  He  calls  one passive and the other dynamic. Narad represents the passive aspect, meaning  that  he  can  see  the  sequence  of  past,  present  and  future time, but is not given the power to change the future or to see the future from beyond time. The dynamic  trikaldrishti sees from beyond the normal time sequences, it takes into account the forces that act and can intervene from beyond the sphere of earth-consciousness, from transcendental realms. The passive aspect sees the future in a horizontal  time-sequence;  the  dynamic  one  sees  the  future  from above the time-sequence, and takes into account all the forces in this world on the different levels — physical, occult and spiritual.

Normally the acharyas and our religions have taught us that all that is born must one day die. It is a basic truth of the physical world. The death of Satyavan foretold by Narad belongs to this lower hemisphere of knowledge, to the passive  trikaldrishti.  He could see that Satyavan would live only 12 months and then would die. But what happens after that he was not given to see. The simple explanation for why Narad does not have the capacity to see beyond that is that he cannot see from beyond time,  an  ability  which  is  contained  in  the  supramental  consciousness.

Narad at best represents the overmental knowledge which can see a lot of things, but beyond that it is not in its capacity to see.

However, Savitri is an example of one who can see beyond the time-frame, because she is a representative of the supramental consciousness. She has a supracosmic will and power of intervention, which  only  the  supramental  consciousness  has,  through  all  the layers  of  the  physical  and  the  occult  vital  and  mental.  This  kind  of intervention overmental gods do not have. That is why Narad could not tell us what would happen to Satyavan, whereas Savitri  could: Her single will opposed the cosmic rule.

To stay the wheels of Doom this greatness rose. (19).

Right  from  the  beginning,  we  see  that  here  is  a  person  who  has come with this ability of the supramental consciousness, will and power. Who can oppose the cosmic rule? It is the only one who is transcendental, one who is beyond the cosmic powers. Who can stay 232
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the wheels of doom? Only the transcendental Power. Savitri is beyond the horizontal level and that is why she can cancel doom and death by her unchanging will. She comes to annul the decree of pain and death, to erase the formulas of the ignorance. There is a very clear distinction here. Savitri is not just a personality, a strong person with a divine consciousness, but a strong personality with a supramental consciousness.  That  is  why  she  can  stay  the  wheels  of  doom  and oppose the cosmic rule. Savitri is the supramental incarnation.

As the Mother said, this book  Savitri   is  wonderful.  Sri Aurobindo foresaw everything. All these characters — Aswapati, Savitri, Narad, Satyavan, everybody — are different aspects of Sri Aurobindo’s own consciousness, and we see Sri Aurobindo’s supramental consciousness in Savitri. Death and Savitri represent these two aspects of  trikaldrishti, the  future  from  within  time,  and  the  future  from  beyond  time.  For example, Death says, Touch not the seated lines, the ancient laws, Respect the calm of great established things. (651) On the horizontal level one respects what has been in the tradition of the past, whereas Savitri is born to change the destiny of the earth, saying, I trample on thy law with living feet; For to arise in freedom I was born. (652)

Right from the beginning she has the courage, the will to oppose death. These lines form the crux of the debate between Death and Savitri, one representing the eternal law of horizontal time, and the other the vertical time which can intervene, cancel and remould fate.

Apart from the faculty of  trikaldrishti, Sri Aurobindo had acquired many other siddhis which were later reflected in  Savitri. But it is not our present intention to go through all the  sapta chatustaya — namely Siddhi, Brahma, Karma, Shanti, Shakti, Vijnana, Sharira — but it would surely be a good research to analyse how these have been woven into  Savitri.

Now I’ll come to the second siddhi, the  dasya bhava, or surrender.

The line that we quoted exemplifying it was “Forever Love, O beautiful slave of God”.  Dasya bhava is also a siddhi Sri Aurobindo acquired.

Dasya  is  also  one  of  three  pillars  of  Integral  Yoga  —  aspiration, rejection and surrender.  Dasya the term is used in the  Record of Yoga to denote a state of complete submission to the Divine.

In   The Synthesis of Yoga, written in the  Arya   from  1914  to  1921,
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Sri Aurobindo writes of a “submission to That which is beyond us, enabling  the  full  and  free  working  of  its  Power...”  (133).  In   Essays on the Gita  he writes of “a service of God in the world of which the controlling power is the Divinity within us in whom we are one self with the universe and its creatures” (325). He furthers says, It is not merely a passive submission, but an active self-giving; not  only  a  seeing  and  an  accepting  of  the  divine  Will  in  all things, but a giving up of one’s own will to be the instrument of the Master of works, and this not with the lesser idea of being a servant of God, but, eventually at least, of such a complete renunciation both of the consciousness and the works to him that our being becomes one with his being and the impersonalised nature only an instrument and nothing else. (CWSA 19: 209) When  Savitri  is taken up again in the 1930s we get the line, “For ever love, O beautiful slave of God!” Earlier I read one passage from the Mother about this line. Later she said, You  see,  Mahalakshmi  is  the  Divine  Mother’s  aspect  of  love, the perfection of manifested love, which must come before the supreme Love (which is beyond the manifestation and the non-manifestation) can be expressed—the supreme Love referred to in Savitri when the Supreme sends Savitri to the earth: For ever love, O beautiful slave of God!

It’s to prepare the earth to receive the Supreme’s manifestation, the manifestation of His Victory. ( Mother’s Agenda 4: 135) What  is  this  love?  It  is,  as  Mother  says,  “beyond  the  manifestation and the non-manifestation”, We have the love of the Mahalakshmi, the perfection of manifested love. Mother explained that that love of Mahalaksmi must first be established on earth and in men and human beings. Only then the supreme Love can manifest. The Mother is saying that  this  line  refers  to  that  supreme  Love.  Sri Aurobindo  is  invoking that  supreme  Love  to  manifest,  the  Love  coming  from  beyond  the manifestation and the non-manifestation, which is the true source of love.

What’s  the  meaning  of   dasya,  the  servant  or  the  slave?  How  do we surrender? We see there are two levels. The first one is the level of surrender of the servant. The servant has a relationship of obedience with the Master. When we look at it from a spiritual angle, it implies an absolute obedience to the Master, to the guru. That is why in the  guru-
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shishya parampara, there is the need of an implicit obedience to the guru. This is what has been practiced for ages in India. When we take somebody as our guru, we do not question, there is no argument. It is in that manner a  shishya becomes a  dasya. It’s an absolute surrender, but still there is a quality of being a servant and having obedience.

The second level of the  dasya bhava is that we do not obey but move to His will as a string replies to the finger of the musician. To be the instrument is the highest stage of a self-surrender and submission.

Here comes the real word. The second level of  dasya bhava is to be the instrument. The lower level is the servant; the second level is the instrument. To be the instrument is the highest stage of self-surrender and submission. This is a living and loving instrument. The instrument is not the servant who is waiting to see what the master wants him to do. There’s no question of waiting. This instrument knows innately and exactly what the master wants. This is the living and loving instrument and it ends in the whole nature becoming the slave of God. In  The Synthesis of Yoga,  Sri Aurobindo  says, But this is the living and loving instrument and it ends in the whole nature of our being becoming the slave of God, rejoicing in his possession and its own blissful subjection to the divine grasp and mastery. With a passionate delight it does all he wills it to do without questioning and bears all he would have it bear, because what it bears is the burden of the beloved being. (CWSA 24: 603) The Master alone could explain this so beautifully, otherwise we couldn’t have understood why Sri Aurobindo would use this phrase, “O beautiful slave of God”. The slave turns into the instrument which responds  automatically,  spontaneously,  to  the  will  of  the  Beloved.

This spontaneity itself is kind of being a slave of God, for there is no greater delight than to be responding to him automatically. Note that this quote in Sri Aurobindo’s  The Synthesis of Yoga was written around 1918 or 1919. But it appears again in  Savitri  in the late 1930s. It implies that this  bhava was very important to his yoga. Sri Aurobindo gives it the highest place in  Savitri.  It throws a lot of light on Sri Aurobindo’s own yoga. As we have been saying,  The Synthesis of Yoga is nothing but his own yoga practice during those years of tapasya. We see that this  dasya bhava was realised during his tapasya and was brought into Essays on the Gita, The Synthesis of Yoga,  and the  Record of Yoga.

The  Mother  says  that  this  line  gave  her  the  most  profound  and
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powerful  experience  of  the  entire  book.  That  really  made  me  to think about the power of this single line. Surrendering to the Divine does not mean that one has to lose one’s individuality, it means only entering into a great delight of being, which is so tender and full of sweetness.  Sri Aurobindo  calls  it   dasya bhava and  madhura bhava.

I am indebted to Richard for the way he has linked  dasya bhava with   madhura bhava.  In  madhura bhava one has the experience of delightful sweetness and joy in the service of the Divine. And here to exemplify this  dasya bhava and  madhura bhava, we have beautiful, brilliant lines in Book XI: Who hunts and seizes me, my captive grows:

This shalt thou henceforth learn from thy heart-beats.

For ever love, O beautiful slave of God!

O lasso of my rapture’s widening noose,

Become my cord of universal love. (702)

The lines reverberate with such a power and vibration! As I read this I  remember  the  Mother’s  own  reading  of  this.  Nobody  can  imitate the way she has read it because these are her own lines. “Who hunts and  seizes  me,  my  captive  grows”  seem  like  a  paradoxical  thing.

When a hunter is hunting an animal he doesn’t become its captive.

But with the Divine it is different. You hunt the Divine, you seize him, and then what is your reward? You become the captive of the Divine!

“This  shalt  thou  henceforth  learn  from  thy  heart-beats”.  Then  the Lord is addressing Savitri. “For ever love, O beautiful slave of God”.

And then comes another wonderful line: “O lasso of my rapture’s widening noose”. He is calling Savitri the lasso of the Divine. What is the function of lasso? It goes around somebody’s neck, or the heart of the being, and pulls that person towards himself or herself. And so the Lord is asking Savitri to become the lasso of his widening noose.

This lasso is the cord of universal love drawing humanity towards the Divine. What a powerful vision is in these beautiful lines! The poet says that if one truly hunts and seizes the divine, one becomes his captive, his  slave.  The  paradoxical  situation  is  that  the  more  one  possesses the Divine, the more one becomes a slave, meaning that the Divine possesses him evermore.

But as usual, the Mother has the last word. The Mother says that beyond surrender there’s something more, beyond the  dasya bhava
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there  is  something  greater,  and  that  something  is  self-annulment.

Here is what the Mother herself says of one of her experiences: It was like this: (gesture of self-abandon) the total, complete self-annulment, annulment of that which can know, of that which tried to know — even “surrender” isn’t an adequate word: a sort of annulment. And suddenly it ended with a slight movement as a child could have who doesn’t know anything, doesn’t try to know anything,  doesn’t  understand  anything  —  but  who  abandons himself. A light movement of such simplicity, such ingenuousness, such extraordinary sweetness (words can’t express it): nothing, just this (gesture of self-abandon), and instantaneously, the Certitude (not expressed, lived), the lived Certitude. ( Mother’s Agenda 7: 97) This is the catch sentence: “even surrender isn’t an adequate word”. It’s not easy to explain this. The Mother alone can take you to that level, beyond being a slave or instrument. When she says this experience of self-annulment is beyond surrender, because even as an instrument or slave there is a kind of a separateness — it is still you who is surrendering, or becoming an instrument. At the highest you are merging yourself, it is like the simple movement of a child who  doesn’t  know  anything.  This  image  is  so  beautiful,  the  child who doesn’t know anything, doesn’t try to understand anything, but simply abandons himself. When you see little children, three, four or six  months  old,  they’re  just  given  up  physically  and  mentally,  they don’t know, they don’t expect nothing. That, she says, is a superior experience beyond surrender.

In fact, when I read this from the Mother I realised that it’s the same experience that the Mother had when she met Sri Aurobindo for the first time on 29th March 1914. From the many descriptions of that meeting I’ve chosen this one from Nolini Kanta Gupta because he writes something beautiful which is very close to what the Mother described here. He writes, When the Mother came here, she gave herself to the Lord, up to the Lord Sri Aurobindo, with a candid simplicity of a child after erasing from herself all her past, all her spiritual attainment, all the riches of her consciousness. Like a new born babe, she felt she possessed nothing, she was to learn everything right from the start, as if she had known or heard about nothing. (quoted in Iyengar,  On the Mother: 86).
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Sri Aurobindo appreciated that she only was capable of this kind of absolute self-annulment, but obviously she is not an ordinary she.

She is herself Savitri, the supramental manifestation who in her own tapasya, which we come to know in her own  Prayers and Meditations, had already achieved the supramental consciousness and had brought down a universal force to save the earth. Here was one who had given up all that achievement, not just a bit of knowledge or a few siddhis or something. It was the Supreme Mother who could do this kind of self-annulment. The Mother herself says, When I first met Sri Aurobindo in Pondicherry, I was in deep concentration, seeing things in the Supermind, things that were to be but which were somehow not manifesting. I told Sri Aurobindo what I had seen and asked him if they would manifest. He simply said,  “Yes.”  And  immediately  I  saw  that  the  Supramental  had touched the earth and was beginning to be realised! This was the first time I had witnessed the power to make real what is true.

(quoted in Iyengar,  On the Mother: 87) This self-annulment brought a lived certitude. This lived certitude she got from Sri Aurobindo. Sri Aurobindo did not explain anything.

He  simply  said,  “Yes.”  And  immediately  she  had  the  vision  of  the Supermind descending. This “Yes” of Sri Aurobindo implies, When all thy work in human time is done

The mind of earth shall be a home of light,

The life of earth a tree growing towards heaven, The body of earth a tabernacle of God.

Awakened from the mortal’s ignorance

Men shall be lit with the Eternal’s ray

And the glory of my sun-lift in their thoughts And feel in their hearts the sweetness of my love And in their acts my Power’s miraculous drive.

My will shall be the meaning of their days;

Living for me, by me, in me they shall live. (699) What could have initiated Sri Aurobindo to write the life of Savitri?

Here there are a couple of things we should understand. There are two different angles from which we can look at this question. One is as an epic. Some of the established norms of writing an epic is that it should connect with one’s cultural past. Otherwise it becomes an imagination. It must have cultural roots, a human past. This has been 238
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an epic tradition from all  over  the  world.  Most  of  the  epic  writers have connected with their own cultural roots. Sri Aurobindo has the advantage  that  by  taking  this  story  from  the  Mahabharata  it  gives a past which is known, which is common to most Indians. Secondly, this was one of the themes that was really in his mind for decades together. Prior to writing  Savitri, he has written other poems also with same theme love and death, as between Ruru and Priyamvada, which differed from  Savitri  in that life compromises with death rather than conquers death. Thirdly, the story is linked with Sri Aurobindo’s epic aspirations to transform the physical, to immortalise the mortal, to divinise the earth. So he has used a theme which matched his own aspirations to conquer death.

The third level was connected with his own personal experiences. His experiences were massive and included spiritual experiences, occult experiences, experiences of the world, experiences of different people.

Only a massive epic could contain his massive experiences and those described in the Vedas, Upanishads and Gita. I do not know if even in Savitri he could put all his experiences. But surely it contains much of the spiritual past and his aspirations for a transformed earth. As the Mother said, “I believe it’s his message—all the rest is preparation, while Savitri is the Message” ( Mother’s Agenda 4: 84) All his other major works —  The Life Divine,  The Synthesis of Yoga,  Essays on the Gita, and so on — were only a kind of preparation. They could not contain Sri Aurobindo’s epical experiences in the way that  Savitri could.

In  the  beginning  Sri Aurobindo  was  writing   Savitri   more like a legend. It was only later when he took up it again in the 1930s that it  became  a  symbol,  and  by  then  he  already  started  pulling  down Supermind by its tail. He continued adding and rewriting and revising until  the  supramental  vision  could  be  brought  in  an  embracing experience of himself, of the earth, of the Divine. I do not think that there could be any other work of Sri Aurobindo except  Savitri that could express his vastness of experience and what he wanted to give to the world. It is only  Savitri  with its mantric effect that could match the depth of his vision. For such a vast vision, prose does not have the invocative power.

There are many reasons why Sri Aurobindo has taken up this epic work of  Savitri.  It  is,  as  the  Mother  says,  his  message  that  he  has given  to  the  world.  And  it  is  the  transforming  power.  Perhaps  for us at present only a few people could realise its power, but it has  Record of Yoga  and  Savitri 239

been left to the world and the future of humanity. It is like a wave; Sri Aurobindo has released a wave of divine consciousness onto the world.  As  Mother  tells  about  her  experience  of  1956  in  which  she saw a huge golden door and she gave it a big hammer blow and the supramental  started  coming  down;  she  released  the  supramental consciousness and force onto the earth. Similarly, Sri Aurobindo too has released  Savitri  which  embodies  his  magnificent  supramental consciousness and it will flow out onto the world slowly and steadily and conquer human nature and transform it. It may yet take a long time as it was with Sri Krishna who came and released the overmental consciousness and force thousands of years ago.
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XIX

Savitri and Mantra – A Study Rod Hemsell

Sri Aurobindo’s  long  poem   Savitri — A Legend and a Symbol is often spoken of as a  mantra of spiritual transformation. And this is very true. And yet, what this actually means may not be adequately understood, even by devotees, and especially not by the ‘literary establishment,’ which to this day seems unaware of its existence. Least of all is it known as a great epic poem in the category with Dante, Milton, or Vyasa, although along with them its substance is basically philosophical, religious, spiritual and mystical. The reason for this is perhaps because its style and substance are mantric, and this is a category that is unknown to the literary establishment.

In order to understand  Savitri, therefore, we must understand what is meant by  mantra.  I do not wish to suggest that we should try to “understand”  Savitri  in the conventional sense of an intellectual understanding of the poem, because its purpose is to invoke in us a  much  higher  intuitional  and  spiritual  understanding,  but  I  would suggest  that  for  this  to  be  realised  by  us  it  is  important  that  we understand what constitutes a  mantra,  because what it requires from the reader may be something other than what is required in order to understand poetry in the conventional sense. It is also necessary for us to understand how the term  mantra may be understood differently in other traditions, or in a conventional sense, which may not necessarily help us understand and receive the full benefit of  Savitri. Later in this study we shall perhaps explore that wider range of meanings.

I believe that Sri Aurobindo wrote the book titled  The Future Poetry precisely for these reasons. In the first five chapters of the first section of the book he defines what he means by the term  mantra, and in the thirteen chapters of the second section, he elaborates the term and the importance that he gives to it. In addition, he wrote a third section twenty years later in which he explained the application of the term to the English language in the technical sense in which he was applying it to the writing of  Savitri, at a time when he was well into  Savitri  and Mantra – A Study 241

that writing. Furthermore, we are told by the Sri Aurobindo Ashram Archives, which has produced the definitive edition of his complete works, that he revised twenty chapters of the book in the last year of his life, which we should take as an indication of the importance he gave to this work.

It is for this reason that I would like to undertake a brief study of both the poem  Savitri and Sri Aurobindo’s theory of  mantra   in  The Future Poetry, as two closely related yet distinct areas of focus in his works, equally essential to achieving the full benefit of  Savitri for those of us who are committed to Sri Aurobindo’s Yoga of Transformation, and his  mantra Savitri.


The Vedic Conception

In the first chapter of  The Future Poetry  (c.1920),  Sri Aurobindo writes:

...casting  our  view  farther  back  into  the  past,  we  may  try  to sound what the future has to give us through the medium of the poetic mind and its power for creation and interpretation. The issues of recent activity are still doubtful and it would be rash to make any confident prediction; but there is one possibility which this book strongly suggests and which it is at least interesting and may be fruitful to search and consider. That possibility is the discovery of a closer approximation to what we might call the mantra  in poetry, that rhythmic speech which, as the Veda puts it, rises at once from the heart of the seer and from the distant home of the Truth, — the discovery of the word, the divine movement, the form of thought proper to the reality... (CWSA 26: 10) And in the third chapter he gives this copious definition: The mantra, poetic expression of the deepest spiritual reality, is only possible when three highest intensities of poetic speech meet and become indissolubly one, a highest intensity of rhythmic movement,  a  highest  intensity  of  interwoven  verbal  form  and thought-substance, of style, and a highest intensity of the soul’s vision of truth. All great poetry comes about by a unison of these three  elements;  it  is  the  insufficiency  of  one  or  another  which makes the inequalities in the work of even the greatest poets, 242
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and it is the failure of some one element which is the cause of their lapses, of the scoriae in their work, the spots in the sun. But it is only at a certain highest level of the fused intensities that the Mantra becomes possible. (Ibid: 19)

While each of these characteristics of great poetry gets substantial attention and elaboration in the course of the work, and easily provides  us  with  criteria  that  would  significantly  impact  our assessment of most of the poetry that we read today, it is the first intensity  with  which  he  is  most  concerned  in  qualifying  poetry  as mantra.  The  first  intensity  of   rhythmic movement  is  something  he has  stressed  in  many  chapters.  And  it  is  this  aspect  which  we  may tentatively identify as the one which is the most difficult for both general  readers  and  literary  experts  to  recognise.  Sri Aurobindo describes it vividly and frequently throughout this work. For example, already in the second chapter, he writes: The rhythmic word has a subtly sensible element, its sound value, a quite immaterial element, its significance or thought value, and both of these again, its sound and its sense, have separately and together a soul value, a direct spiritual power, which is infinitely the most important thing about them. And though this comes to birth with a small element subject to the laws of technique, yet almost immediately, almost at the beginning of its flight, its power soars up beyond the province of any laws of mechanical construction: and this form of speech carries in it on its summits an element which draws close to the empire of the ineffable...the perfection of this sound-movement and style come entirely as the spontaneous form of his soul: that utters itself in an inspired rhythm and an innate, a revealed word, even as the universal Soul created the harmonies of the universe out of the power of the word secret and eternal within him... (Ibid: 13) While the style and substance of such poetry, and its intuitive and visionary character become the main focus of several chapters in the second section of the book, here in the beginning of the exposition stress is put on the sound-value and rhythm. Another example, in the first paragraph of the fourth chapter: Rhythm is the premier necessity of poetical expression because
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it is the sound-movement which carries on its wave the thought-movement in the word; and it is the musical sound-image which most helps to fill in, to extend, subtilise and deepen the thought impression or the emotional or vital impression and to carry the sense beyond itself into an expression of the intellectually inexpressible, — always the peculiar power of music. (Ibid: 25) This  aspect  of  sound  quality  is  greatly  emphasised  in  the  third section where his focus is on the poetic technique of “quantitative metre”  which  he  found  to  be  most  essential  for  achieving  mantric intensity in English, described there as: ...the powerful sweep, the divine rush or the assured truth of tread of that greater word-music. (Ibid: 322)

...that atmosphere of the unexpressed reality of the thing in itself which it is in the power of rhythm, of word-music, as of all music, to create. (Ibid: 327)

The reason that we may find this quality of mantric poetry difficult to read or to hear, and which we may have had little opportunity ever to experience, has been explained by Sri Aurobindo in some detail.

For example:

Ordinary speech uses language mostly for a limited practical utility of communication; it uses it for life and for the expression of ideas and feelings necessary or useful to life. In doing so, we treat words as conventional signs for ideas with nothing but a perfunctory attention to their natural force, much as we use any kind of common machine or simple implement; we treat them as if, though useful for life, they were themselves without life. When we wish to put a more vital power into them, we have to lend it to them out of ourselves, by marked intonations of the voice, by the emotional force or vital energy we throw into the sound so as to infuse into the conventional word-sign something which is not inherent in itself. (Ibid: 14) I would make an exception to this comment of Sri Aurobindo by  referring  to  some  social  and  geographical  areas  of  the  planet where people don’t read very much. They still use language to really communicate, and speak all the time, and very vibrantly, to each other.
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And they do not fall into a trance of circumspection while speaking.

There are people who still communicate like that, but not so much in Western societies where, after a few hundred years of referring to ideas that we assume will already be understood by those who read the same texts, we often do not even complete sentences because we assume that what we have to communicate is already known. We get most of our knowledge from reading, and we have been taught from an early age to make this silent association between the printed word  and  thought.  We  have  not  learned  to  use  language  to  really communicate, unless we have perhaps studied drama. We are more respected if we speak quietly and subtly and rapidly. We have gone through a language/mind development in the last few hundred years which has reduced language to code, and it is even worse today with computerised information, which enables us to move rapidly from subject to subject without thinking or speaking at all. In poetry the situation is not much different because poets today have been trained by reading written texts. Sri Aurobindo goes on with this idea: The tendency of the modern mind at the present day seems to be towards laying a predominant value on the thought in poetry.

We live still in an age which is in a great intellectual trouble and ferment about life and the world and is developing enormously the human intelligence, — often at the expense of other powers which  are  no  less  necessary  to  self-knowledge,  —  in  order  to grapple with life and master it. We are seeking always and in many directions to decipher the enigma of things, the cryptogram of the worlds which we are set to read, and to decipher it by the aid of the intellect; and for the most part we are much too busy living and thinking to have leisure to be silent and see. (Ibid: 32).

As he said in the earlier quote, “We treat words as conventional signs for ideas with nothing but a perfunctory attention to their natural force.”

We think about their abstract meaning, which we should know instantly.

We are not thinking about how to use speech effectively to communicate the  inner  realities  of  things.  We  are  not  even  interested  in  the  inner realities of things. We are only interested in the superficial, quick ‘byte,’

and we know enough. Our words are not a product of our souls. They are a product of our tongues and fingers which are translating in accentuated
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speech  what  our  intellects  are  thinking.  It  is  only  thinking  about  our recent experiences. It is not thinking about ideas.

As Sri Aurobindo says, when we want to put more power into words we use ‘marked intonations of the voice’ to try to ‘infuse them’ with something that is not naturally inherent in them. Some people read Savitri like this, they try to impose by intonations of the voice some dramatic  meaning.  They  do  not  realise  that  the  words  themselves are  the  thing.  We  don’t  have  to  impose  any  meanings  on  them.

We just have to ‘hear’ the meanings that he is communicating. This requires a kind of devotion to the word of the Master, which we don’t normally have time to give to anyone. To surrender to the meaning that is already there in the words without trying to think about it and interpret it. I am reading here some passages from  The Future Poetry that seem to me to explain why we may not understand and relate to what he calls  mantra. This understanding is especially important if we think that the word  mantra only refers to some magical formulation in an ancient language that needs to be repeated over and over. He has given us important clues as to how the ways we treat language in general, and especially the language of poetry, are different from the way in which language was used in the era of the Vedic poets, and why even in literature today it is extremely difficult to grasp that difference. About the poetry of our time, he goes on to say: ...the  poetic  vision,  like  everything  else,  follows  necessarily the evolution of the human mind and according to the age and environment, it has its ascents and descents, its high levels and its low returns. Ordinarily, it follows the sequence of an abrupt ascent pushing to a rapid decline. ...A vital poetry appealing to the imagination through the sense-mind and the emotions and a poetry interpretative of life to the intelligence are the fruit of these  ( intellectual)  ages.  A  later  poetry  tends  always  to  return on these forms with a more subtilised intellect and a richer life-experience. But, having got so far, it can go no farther and there is the beginning of a decadence. (Ibid: 38) If we think about the poetry we have probably read in our lifetime, from Whitman and TS Elliott to Alan Ginsberg and Gary Snyder, we can  probably  relate  to  this  assessment.  My  daughter,  now  in  her
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thirties, is a published poet and I do not see much difference in hers and her contemporaries’ poetry fifty years after Ginsberg and Snyder, except  perhaps  in  the  “subtlety  and  richness  of  life  experience.”

There are other criteria than these offered by Sri Aurobindo that can be applied, social and psychological and political. And which we can easily compare the style and substance, the rhythmic movement, in the poetry of our time, with, for example, the poetry of Shelley and Keats, or the poetry of Sri Aurobindo. For example, we can read a few lines from  Savitri: Then suddenly there came a downward look.

As if a sea exploring its own depths,

A living Oneness widened at its core

And joined him to unnumbered multitudes.

A Bliss, a Light, a Power, a flame-white Love Caught all into a sole immense embrace;

Existence found its truth on Oneness’ breast

And each became the self and space of all. (322-323) The Thought Substance of the Mantra

Let  us  now  focus  on  what  has  been  termed  the  thought-substance, or meaning, that the  mantra wants to communicate to us.

Sri Aurobindo often emphasises two terms that define these essential characteristics of  mantra —  ṣruti  and  drsti, hearing and seeing. They do not refer to the eyes and ears and their perceptions of sight and sound, but rather to a vision of the truth of things that comes into the consciousness of the hearer as a result of the rhythmic incantation of the  mantra, and as we have heard, it is this rhythmic aspect of the mantra that carries the inspiration and transmits it to the hearer. He puts it like this, in the first chapter of Part 2 of  The Future Poetry: What the Vedic poets meant by the Mantra was an inspired and revealed seeing and visioned thinking, attended by a realisation, to use the ponderous but necessary modern word, of some inmost truth of God and self and man and Nature and cosmos and life and thing and thought and experience and deed. It was a thinking that came on the wings of a great soul rhythm,  chandas.

For the seeing could not be separated from the hearing; it was one  act.  Nor  could  the  living  of  the  truth  in  oneself  which  we mean by realisation, be separated from either, for the presence
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of it in the soul and its possession of the mind must precede or accompany in the creator or human channel that expression of the inner sight and hearing which takes the shape of the luminous word.  The  Mantra  is  born  through  the  heart  and  shaped  or massed by the thinking mind into a chariot of that godhead of the Eternal of whom the truth seen is a face or a form. And in the mind too of the fit outward hearer who listens to the word of the poet-seer, these three must come together, if our word is a real Mantra; the sight of the inmost truth must accompany the hearing, the possession of the inmost spirit of it by the mind and  its  coming  home  to  the  soul  must  accompany  or  follow immediately  upon  the  rhythmic  message  of  the  Word  and  the mind’s sight of the Truth. (Ibid: 218) This  brings  us  to  the  second  essential  aspect  or  intensity  which Sri Aurobindo  referred  to  as  the  thought  substance.  It  is  what  the Rishi/Kavi  has  himself  seen  and  heard  and  wants  to  convey  to  the hearer. This is not an ordinary perception but something that is heard outwardly that produces a seeing inwardly of realities other than what can be known by the intellect through sense perception and reason.

This is the thought substance of another plane of reality. It is a vision seen by the soul. And in fact, he says, it is only a  mantra if it brings about such an inspired vision and higher intuition. In other words, it is a direct knowing by the soul of the reality that is being formed and communicated by the rishi. He says: ...poetry is the Mantra only when it is the voice of the inmost truth  and  is  couched  in  the  highest  power  of  the  very  rhythm and speech of that truth. And the ancient poets of the Veda and Upanishads claimed to be uttering the Mantra because always it was this inmost and almost occult truth of things which they strove to see and hear and speak and because they believed themselves to be using or finding its innate soul rhythms and the sacrificial speech of it cast up by the divine Agni, the sacred Fire in the heart of man. The Mantra in other words is a direct and most heightened, an intensest and most divinely burdened rhythmic word which embodies an intuitive and revelatory inspiration and ensouls the mind with the sight and the presence of the very self, 248
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the inmost reality of things and with its truth and with the divine soul-forms  of  it,  the  Godheads  which  are  born  from  the  living Truth. (Ibid: 218)

We might notice that the word ‘truth’ in this sense refers to a reality that exists in itself, and the seeing and knowing of that reality itself.

It doesn’t refer to some judgment that is made by the intellect. And frequently throughout this work, and Sri Aurobindo’s philosophy, this distinction is made. And when he says that it is a truth-consciousness he means that it is the force of the reality that is received by the intuition, which is not an intellectual faculty. It becomes conscious of a force that is the truth itself being seen and known.

At the time of writing this book Sri Aurobindo seems to have been at least tentatively or cautiously hopeful that such poetry could possibly emerge as a cultural force in a more universally recognised form than in past ages when it was an occult privilege of the initiated. He says, for example, Now that we have seen minutely what is the material reality of the world in which we live and have some knowledge of the vital reality of the Force from which we spring, we are at last beginning to seek again for the spiritual reality of that which we and all things secretly are. Our minds are once more trying to envisage the self, the spirit of Man and the spirit of the universe, intellectually, no doubt, at first, but from that to the old effort at sight, at realisation within ourselves and in all is not a very far step. (Ibid: 219) ...But if an age comes which is in common possession of a deeper and greater and more inspiring Truth, then its masters of the rhythmic word will at least sing on a higher common level and may rise more often into a fuller intenser light and capture more constantly the greater tones of which this harp of God, to use the Upanishad’s description of man’s created being, is secretly capable. (Ibid: 221) Sri Aurobindo  was  tentative  and  cautious  in  making  this  prediction, and his statement is conditional upon the coming of an age no longer characterised  by  materialistic  and  rational  thinking.  It  seems  that  a hundred years later things have not changed very much either in human consciousness or in poetry. But we know that Sri Aurobindo wrote  Savitri in exactly the vein of thought substance and intuitive vision that he was  Savitri  and Mantra – A Study 249

advocating, with the purpose of possibly bringing such an age closer. In other words, he saw the possibility that this type of Mantric poetry could hasten the advent of such an age:

A greater era of man’s living seems to be in promise, whatever nearer and earthier powers may be striving to lead him on a side path away to a less exalted ideal, and with that advent there must come a new great age of his creation different from the past epochs which he counts as his glories and superior to them in its vision and motive. But first there must intervene a poetry which will lead him towards it from the present faint beginnings. It will be aided by new views in philosophy, a changed and extended spirit in science and new revelations in the other arts, in music, painting, architecture, sculpture, as well as high new ideals in life and new powers of a reviving but no longer limited or obscurantist religious mind. (Ibid: 221) I assume that this reviving of a no longer obscurantist religious mind was exactly what he intended  Savitri to achieve, to whatever extent possible. And that by listening carefully to its inspired rhythms we may discover  something  about  the  nature  of  that  higher  intuitive  mind which  he  believed  to  be  in  promise.  In   The Future Poetry he stated several  arguments  concerning  the  difference  between  vitalistic  truth, intellectual truth, and philosophical truth, the   thought  substance  that predominates in poetry today, and the thought substance of the higher intuitive vision of the inspired poet, the mantric poet. He spoke in many passages of the “breath of greater life” and the “sun of poetic truth” to come. For example, in the chapter titled “The Sun of Poetic Truth”, we read: The  intellectual,  vital,  sensible  truths  are  subordinate  things; the  breath  of  poetry  should  give  us  along  with  them,  or  it  may even be apart from them, some more essential truth of the being of  things,  their  very  power  which  springs  in  the  last  resort  from something eternal in their heart,  hṛdaye guhāyām, expressive even in the moments and transiences of life. The heart of things, the soul of things. The soul of the poet, and the soul too of the hearer by a response to his word, enters into some direct contact through vision and straight touch and emotion, possesses and feels at its strongest by a union in our own stuff of being, a moved identity. A direct spiritual perception and vision called by us intuition... If some 250
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kind of intuitive seeing is at the back of his imaginative vision and the real power that calls down the inspired word, it will be when he can rise to its source and live in the fullness of a highest intuitive mind which is greater than the awakened sense, intuitive life-vision or inspired reason, though it will see all that they can see, that he will get his fullest power, deepest sight, broadest scope, through that highest intuitive mind. To throw light on the self of things in some power and beauty of it is after all the native aim of poetry, and that can be done entirely by this greatest intuitive mind, for it can bring near or going beyond itself actually reach the vision of identity, that seeing of our whole self and the self of the world which is the last object and the highest spirit of all our mental powers and seekings.

The poetry which will accomplish that will be able to see, though in another way than that of philosophy and religion, the self of the Eternal, to know God and his godheads, to know the freedom and immortality which is our divinest aim, to see in the delight of a union in beauty the self of the Infinite, the self of Nature and the whole self of man. But so to see the self is to meet the spirit in everything and the spirit reveals to us the inner and the inmost truth of all that comes from it, life and thought and form and every image and every power. ...The Veda speaks in one of its symbolic hints of the fountain of eternal Truth round which stand the illumined powers of thought and life. There under the eyes of delight and the face of imperishable beauty of the Mother of creation and bride of the eternal Spirit they lead their immortal dance. The poet visits that marvellous source in his superconscient mind and brings to us some strain or some vision of her face and works. To find the way into that circle with the waking self is to be the seer-poet and discover the highest power of the inspired word, the Mantra. (Ibid: 238-240) Mantric poetry is poetry of the spirit, it is spiritual poetry, and it has the power to awaken in us the visionary power of the spirit, identification with the source of wisdom, consciousness of the presence of the Divine.  Savitri can do this. Its thought substance is spiritual.

There is a formal aspect of  Savitri that corresponds to the idea of chandas — the rhythmic repetition that the Eternal uses to bring about the  forms  of  things  that  exist  in  time  and  space.  There  is  a  rhythmic
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pattern in everything that occurs in time and space which gives things their meaning, or purpose, or identity. The mantric poet is conveying that principle of rhythmic repetition that already exists in everything as its essential source. What is being translated by the mantric poet into word and speech is the reality. It is not an abstraction. It is an attunement with the reality of existence. And that reality happens to be spiritual. It is inevitable to conclude from a study of  Savitri and  The Future Poetry, that this new age and this new mind Sri Aurobindo is addressing throughout his works, is on the one hand a kind of prophetic evolutionary thinking, and on the other hand it is a seeing of what already is truth of things. It is a great mystery to think about and to see how these two aspects — the temporal evolutionary thought forms and the atemporal existing reality of the spirit — are mutually related in what we call Time. Time itself is the mystery of this relationship.

In both Eastern and Western philosophy, this interrelationship between the Timeless and Time is thought to be causal. If we could perceive that in its reality then the value of everything in existence would  be  greatly  heightened.  Everything  would  be  seen,  not  in its  deficiency,  but  in  its  movement  towards  actualisation.  That  is the vision that underlies the patterns in  Savitri that we hear, and it is no surprise that this mantric power and vision is not more widely appreciated, because it is a power that is not yet generally realised in  the  evolutionary  structure  of  human  consciousness.  It  requires  a stepping away from and beyond the conventional patterns of our lives into another intensity. This is a fundamental theme of  Savitri, and it is this power and vision that we hope to hear and see and feel.
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Prakriti and the Manifestations of  


Spiritual Consciousness

Dimensions of Nature and the Vedic Lineage of an Eco-Discourse in Sri Aurobindo’s  Savitri 

Prof S. Murali

Her being’s fibre reached out vibrating

And claimed deep union with its outer selves, And on the heart’s chords made pure to seize all tones Heaven’s subtleties of touch unwearying forced More vivid raptures than earth’s life can bear. (675) I sacrifice not earth to happier worlds. (692) All happily grows towards knowledge and towards bliss...

An inner law of beauty shapes our lives... (530) Humans learn what to value and how to care for it through their cultural traditions and upbringing. The absence of a cultural basis for valuing the land we inhabit is the root of human behaviour that degrades and pollutes our world. Devaluing, destroying, and removing cultures which have discerned and received other ways of learning and valuing the earth intensifies the downward spiral of degrading our landscapes. Devaluing people and their ways of  living  destroys  diversity  in  thought,  habit,  community,  and ecosystems. ( The Apocalyptic Vision: 1-11) Introduction Any inquisitive reader of this essay, unless otherwise he/she is familiar with  what  goes  under  the  name  of  ecocriticism  as  a  critical  theory and practice, is bound to pause and inquire as to what could be the relevance of, and connection between, the concepts mentioned in the title. There are many points here that need to be clarified beforehand.

Those readers who are familiar with ecocriticism would immediately conclude  that  this  essay  is  conceived  along  the  conceptual  lines  of ecologically sensitive theories that are rampant in academic circles in India these days, and strives to establish connections between the text Prakriti and the Manifestations of Spiritual Consciousness 253

mentioned and nature or the natural. While on the other hand, studies on the work of Sri Aurobindo are fairly innumerable and his poetry and poetics have been close examined by several insightful critics, there is little space for anything new to come up or be drawn up. And  Savitri has been read and explained at great length by innumerable critics and scholars. Obviously, there is hardly anything left for the latter-day critic to explicate or describe at length, for it is usual for Aurobindonians to fall back upon the work of the master for explicating his own texts. Thus there is bound to be some curiosity among the genuinely interested scholars  and  students  of  Sri Aurobindo.  What  follows  is  an  attempt to approach the work of the yogi from an entirely new point of view.

I have resorted to sources other than the ones usually relied upon by renowned Aurobindo scholars. Without being prescriptive, let me claim that  such  different  approach  or  approaches  would  yield  surprising results. That is probably what the master himself would have desired, for he was in fact a  practical dreamer. He implicated his own self in his philosophical texts and strongly  believed in his ideals and ideas. As I have said elsewhere, he moved among his ideas as we would move among tables and chairs; they were too real for him. If transformation of the human’s being was his desire he tuned his own life toward that end.

As the scholars have pointed out, if  The Life Divine was the philosophical exploration of his ideals,  Savitri was its poetic realisation.

In this essay, I have resorted to the arguments and observations of many academics and critics who have pursued the intrinsic relationship between nature and human nature. After a brief intervention into the ecocritical  and  eco-aesthetic  theorising,  I  move  on  to  a  reading  of Savitri. If the conventional scholars of Sri Aurobindo find themselves a little unsettled by my unorthodox approach, I would appeal to that part of their Indian mind that would have cultivated the argumentative tradition that Amartya Sen has justified in his work of that name. After all, it is important to keep one’s own critical mind and inquisitive brain clearly focused when approaching the work of a supreme intellectual like Sri Aurobindo.

The Terrain: The Holistic Nature of Spiritual Aesthetic In the contexts of discussing the interface between nature and human nature it is my contention that one needs to move beyond any kind of
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limiting categories in terms of culture, outlook, geography and history, either of any western or its other — eastern — kinds, and adopt a holistic view.  Of  course,  I  fully  recognise  the  inordinate  nature  of  this  claim, fundamentally because primarily, any claims to a spiritualised awareness (in terms of the sacred and the holy) is generally regarded solely as the prerogative of humans, and the nonhuman world is of course deprived of any such possibilities, and, further, the discourse of spirituality itself is often marginalised as inapplicable in the practical world of everyday affairs and the life of the senses. Moreover, when I argue for the inclusive vision inspired by the visionary culture of a non-western world,2 I also recognise that the discriminative and theoretically-oriented reader would by nature tend to read my essay as prefabricated in a postcolonial mode and read it within a given grid. Given the nature of these situations, I would, at the very outset, implore that what follows be read as attempting to formulate a continuity in the ecocritical debate, and contextualise my arguments within the framework of the intellectual inquiry that seeks to theorise the human-nature interface. Literature and ideas of nature within and without the aesthetic debate, I hold, are never homogenous, but on the other hand marked by human difference, geography, culture, location, gender, class, race, and the psyche. Nevertheless there does occur an interface, a territory commonly shared, cutting across all boundaries and differences, wherein the experience of the spiritual occurs; and this is an area that falls beyond history and ideology. I fully understand that it is never the same for all at all times, however, the experience of the spiritual is unique and dissimilar at the same time! It is my contention that my essay shapes itself within such a region or non-region. My arguments are couched in the logic of the senses and the rationality of discourse, but by the very virtue of my terrain, they are dislocated from any west-east discrimination. The spiritual is a-historic, but experiential and at the same time proffers enough space for dialogical engagement as mystics of all times have realised.


Ecosystem Culture and Biosphere Culture

In his  Literature of Nature: An International Source Book, Patrick D.  Murphy  draws  attention  to  the  two  major  types  of  stories  that people have usually told about the  spaces  they inhabit and the  places they  live.  In  more  ways  than  one,  these  stories  could  be  seen  to Prakriti and the Manifestations of Spiritual Consciousness 255

“delineate the difference between a planetary orientation and a global outlook, or what Gary Snyder has referred to as ecosystem culture and  biosphere  culture...  The  ecosystem  culture  is  attentive  to  local particularity and the benefits of heterogeneity, while the biosphere culture relentlessly attempts to homogenize the peoples of the world in the interests of transnational economics” ( Literature of Nature; xiv).

Murphy warns the sensitive  ecocritic to be vigilant and to be wary of falling into prescriptive critical formulations, and suggests the three-fold  sense  of  place,  which  he  demarcates  as  geographic  location, historical location, and geo-psychic or self-aware location (Ibid). Such a clear-cut understanding, I believe, is necessary in our approach to non-western discourses of nature and human nature.

Ecological Criticism as it is practiced in our academies is certainly Anglo-American  in  its  inception  and  outlook,  but  however,  it  has opened up multiple points of entry and debate over the human and non-human nexus or divide. Both the local and the global discourses have gone in to its making.


Ecocriticism and Intrinsic Value 3

In  a  land  like  India  with  its  heterogeneous  culture  and checkered  history,  the  narratives  linking  place  and  humans  are innumerable, couched in diverse perceptions and points of view, and filtered through multiple discourses over a long period of time.

Geographically,  historically  and  geo-psychically  Indian  narratives afford  pluralistic  and  complex  readings.  Philosophy,  religion  and poetry have a deep history in this part of the world, as much as oppression, domination, and ideologies of resistance and subversions.4

In  more  ways  than  one  the  emergence  of  ecocriticism  in  the academic world has signaled a resuscitation of the idea of intrinsic value in nature that has almost come to be buried under the rubble of a postindustrial culture that constantly seeks to obliterate all differences into making the omnivorous discourse of globalisation and technocracy as monolithic and one-dimensional. Perhaps this return to nature could even be mocked as mere retrogression toward the European Romantic tradition of linking the human and the non-human into  some  sort  of  metaphysical  essence.  Or  ecologically  sensitive critical theorising could also be demonised as a debilitating attempt 256
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to reinstate the grand narratives of a misplaced cultural humanism, in the lines of high modernist elitism. A third probability is that of a universally  developing  urban  culture  demonising  its  own  predatory roles  in  the  haloed  light  of  a  forfeited  primitive  human  culture!

Either  way  the  very  suggestion  of  the  notion  of  sacred  or  spiritual at the heart of nature’s being is sure to invite many raised brows in our  present  day  world.  Nevertheless  the  direction  that  ecologically sensitive critical theory is currently pursuing seeking to reinforce idea and action in the material plane (a union of the spirit and matter in different scale), in terms of environmental justice, is a sure sign of not having lost its way in the dreary sands of dead habit...

The story of human nature relationship is the story of the fall from  grace,  from  a  life  sharing  the  sacred  to  one  of  utilising  mere resource.  The  absence  of  a  cultural  basis  for  valuing  the  land  we inhabit is perhaps the root of human behaviour that degrades and pollutes our world! The values that ancient Indian tradition (diverse, multidimensional, manifold, heterogeneous and different) invokes are spiritual and a-temporal. They are rooted in a sense of place and time of course, but transcendental in their significance. They could be seen as proffering both a bioregional and ecosystem view of life and living.

The elemental symbolism of the Vedic and Upanishadic mantras are rooted in a culture of place and value while the ritualistic and sacred qualities that they evoke are trans-human and trans-natural. Above all the ancient Indian cultural outlook was a constant recognition of the sacred at the heart of all being. This notion of the sacred does not devalue the phenomenal world of the senses but on the other hand endows it with deeper significance and value. Ecology might be the socially evoked unified and holistic view of nature for the present, but the  ecological  vision  that  a  poetic  insight  engendered  through  the spiritual, would nevertheless enhance all qualities of life and living, both in terms of the human and nonhuman, for its significance is not historically conditioned.5

Indian  thought  is  more  concerned with seeking  connections  than separateness. Even from the very beginnings the conceptual concerns of the ancient Indian reveal a leaning toward the holistic and a seeking after  the  interconnectedness  of  all  and  everything.  Ekam sad vipra Prakriti and the Manifestations of Spiritual Consciousness 257

bahudha vadanti,  says  the  Rig  Veda  (1.164.46),  the  Existent  is  one, but  the  sages  express  it  variously.  There  exists  a  spatio-temporal interrelatedness of all existence in a continuum of quality and this is further embedded in the notion of all life in the world as forming one whole continuous interrelated being —  vasudaiva kudumbakam. The earth and all its life forms living and non-living alike are held to be of equal value. [This is not tantamount by extension to stating that the Indian values of quality and being are universal values, like the widely held view in the present day world of market capitalism that economic  prosperity  ensures  moral  superiority!]  Nevertheless,  in  a land like India with its heterogeneous culture and checkered history, the narratives linking place and humans are innumerable, couched in diverse perceptions and points of view, and filtered through multiple discourses  over  a  long  period  of  time.  Geographically,  historically, and geo-psychically Indian narratives afford pluralistic and complex readings. Philosophy, religion, and poetry have a deep history in this part of the world, as much as oppression, domination, and ideologies of resistance and subversions.

A  great  deal  of  western  understanding  of  India  revolves  round the  religion  of  the  Hindus  which  is  generally  spiritual  and  theistic.

However, we need to remember that to speak of an Indian spiritual tradition  is  not  to  deny  the  continued  existence  and  significance of  materialist  discourses  alongside.  In   The Argumentative Indian, renowned Economist Amartya Sen has noted:

An  adequately  inclusive  understanding  of  Indian  heterodoxy is particularly important for appreciating the reach and range of heterodoxy in the country’s intellectual background and diverse history. This is especially critical because of the relative neglect of  the  rationalist  parts  of  Indian  heritage  in  the  contemporary accounts  of  India’s  past,  in  favour  of  concentrating  on  India’s impressive religiosity. ( The Argumentative Indian: 25) Recognising the significance of this warning, we could state that a tolerance of diversity, difference and pluralism has been a distinctive characteristic  of  the  Indian  mind.  Indeed  this  long-lasting  history of heterodoxy stems from the most intense and inquisitive poetic renderings of the Vedic texts, dating back to the middle of the second 258
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millennium BCE. The Vedic Vision was a poetic one, and it proffers a distinct philosophy of transformation of the human’s being. In many ways the concern of Vedic poetry is practical, namely the actual realisation in one’s own person, of what it means to be fully human.

The Vedas speak of nature and human nature as intimately linked, and the destiny of a human’s being and that of physical nature is definitely interconnected.

Nature in the Vedas and Upanishads

The Vedas5 are held in great reverence as the repository of sacred and  revealed  knowledge.  The  word  Veda  means  “knowledge”,  it is derived from the root word  vid, to know .  And knowledge for the ancient Indian was the knowledge of how to live, what to live for, and also to live life in a progressively most meaningful manner, all directed towards a spiritually meaningful existence. The accent was more on being and becoming rather than doing and having. The latter were of course dependent on and concomitant with the former, drawing sustenance,  directive  and  significance  from  the  four  fold  vision  of life  —  Dharma  (the  righteous  path/order),  Artha  (meaning/material possession), Kama (love/desire) and Moksha (liberation/release). The Vedas set forth the mantra, the vision, the utterance and the directives for ritualistic existence — depending on how they were approached and read they guided the living. As with all early people’s narratives, the  Vedas  too  provide  two-fold  significance  —  the  exoteric  or  the outer and the esoteric or the inner, secretive. This is the region where the idea of being as quality occurs.

Nature  in Sanskrit is  prakrti: which could be interpreted in two ways  —  as  the  outer  nature  comprising  all  non-human  being, inclusive  of  the  physical  human’s  being,  and  also  the  inner  nature, or the essential characteristic of something. And outside nature was of course a continuation of the inner, because all being cosmic and atomic was essentially one:  aham brahmasmi, says the Upanishad (I am Brahman, the all-pervading). We should note however, that in this ecstatic statement of enlightenment the  I or  aham  does not refer to the individuality or outer nature, but to the essence of the soul that is ever identical with the spiritual at the heart of all being.  Tat tvam asi: that thou art. This spiritualised vision of nature and being Prakriti and the Manifestations of Spiritual Consciousness 259

afforded a spiritual aesthetic, because only as an aesthetic relish could the world be finally resolved. The phenomenal world ( virat) was seen as constantly changing in a flux — it was  vivarta, or illusion ( maya) and the illumined mind can reintegrate itself in the ultimate relish or parama ananda, in the dance of Siva.

The story of the human-nature relationship is the story of the fall  from  grace,  from  a  life  sharing  the  sacred  to  one  of  utilising mere  resource.  The  absence  of  a  cultural  basis  for  valuing  the land we inhabit is the root of human behaviour that degrades and pollutes our world! The values that ancient Indian tradition (diverse, multidimensional, manifold, heterogeneous and different) invokes are spiritual and a-temporal. They are rooted in a sense of place and time of course, but transcendental in their significance. They could be seen as proffering both a bioregional and ecosystem view of life and living.

The elemental symbolism of the Vedic and Upanishadic mantras are rooted in a culture of place and value while the ritualistic and sacred qualities that they evoke are trans-human and trans-natural. Above all, the ancient Indian cultural outlook was a constant recognition of the sacred at the heart of all being. This notion of the sacred does not devalue the phenomenal world of the senses but on the other hand endows it with deeper significance and value. Ecology might be the socially evoked unified and holistic view of nature for the present, but the  ecological  vision  that  a  poetic  insight  engendered  through  the spiritual, would nevertheless enhance all qualities of life and living, both in terms of the human and nonhuman, for its significance is not historically conditioned.


Towards an Aesthetic of Nature 

The Vedic vision was essentially a poetic one. The manner in which the ancient Indian approached nature and life itself was in complete recognition of a holistic and integral poetic vision. Life was seen as a process toward a progressive accumulation of wisdom. M Vannucci, in her study of human ecology in the Vedic hymns, has argued that knowledge in the Vedic sense has much in common with what we call science and hence truth in the sense in which the ancient Indian seers used it was scientific and verifiable through the senses.

The  ṛsis of the Veda were historical men and at least one woman,
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Lopa-mudra, even if modern critical historical analysis considers

“proofs” to be insufficient. The seers/poets/scientists who formulated the hymns lived with nature that they studied and used. A strong feeling of man’s participation in the universal order pervades the Veda; man is inseparable from his cosmic environment, he is not distinct from it but imbued in it ( Human Ecology in the Vedas; 62) The  Vedas  according  to  her  are  a  “treasure  mine  of  information about  the  science  of  ancient  man...of  the  way  that  man  thought...

and transmitted his knowledge to others” (Ibid: 37). These the seers achieved through their use of elemental symbolism.

To believe Sri Aurobindo,6 mystic poet and modern day seer: At one time poetry was a revelation to the race of the life of the gods and man and the meaning of the world and the beauty and power of existence, and through its vision and joy and the height and clarity of its purpose it became creative of the life of the people... That sublime poetry with its revelation of godhead and the joy and power of life and truth and immortality or its revelation of the secrets of the self and the powers of its manifestation in man and the universe and of man’s return to self-knowledge got into the very blood and mind and life of the race and made itself the fountain head of all that incessant urge to spirituality which has been its distinguishing gift and cultural motive. (CWSA 26: 264) In many ways, an environmentally self-aware way and vision of life represented in the Vedic mantras and later conceptually formulated in the Upanishadic verses of a spiritual aesthetic, could be seen to  antedate  the  historically  conditioned  religious  doctrines  and their  attendant  practices  of  a  later  age.  The  Vedic  and  Upanishadic aesthetics calls for a distinct understanding of a poetic vision of human and  non-human  life,  one  that  could  be  resolved  only  aesthetically.

Eventually, however, as the Hindu system of beliefs evolved, a fourfold categorisation of life came to be formulated in terms of Dharma (the righteous path/order), Artha (meaning/ material possession), Kama (love, desire), and Moksha (liberation or release). {At every stage of life, nature played a significant role and an aesthetic of the spiritual would Prakriti and the Manifestations of Spiritual Consciousness 261

lead towards a holistic revelation of poetics — nature as metaphor and meaning that would form the other self of nature.}

The  Vedas  are  replete  with  elemental  symbolism.  Agni  (fire)  Vayu (air)  Prthvi  (earth)  Akasa  (ether)  Ap  (water)  all  have  their  gods  and goddesses,  Then  there  is  Dyava-Prthvi,  Heaven  and  earth—the primeval  couple.  In  not  a  single  hymn  of  the  Rig  Veda  is  heaven mentioned alone. Celebrating this togetherness of Earth and Heaven, the Vedic poet sings: Which of these two came earlier, which came later How did they come to birth? Who, O seers can discern it?

They contain within them all that has a name

While days and nights revolve as on a wheel. (quoted in Shah; 14) In the “Hymn of Earth”  in  the  Atharva  Veda  (the  longest  one containing 63 stanzas) we read:

Whatever I dig of you, O Earth,

May you of that have a quick replenishment

O purifying One, may my thrust never

Reach right into your vital points, your heart! (Shah; 14) In the Vedic mantras,  Aranyani is hailed with praises by the wind and  the  grasshopper,  while  the  unbounded  expanse  of  nature  is symbolised by  Aditi.  Sacrifice  symbolises  the  process  of  creative transformation in nature, and  ṛta  is the fundamental Vedic concept that  incorporates  the  cycle  of  seasons  and  rain.  Varivas means openness — to create an open space or clearing, to break through the cribbed and confined space of mortal life. The desire for this openness and for release from constriction, the creation of liberating space is conveyed by the word,  Varivasya (see Shah; 16) Intelligence, give me The exact name of things

Let my word be the thing itself

Newly created by my soul

Through me may all those

Who have forgotten things reach them

Through me may all those

Who even love things may reach them.

— Juan Ramon Jimenez (quoted in Shah; 23) Thus  the  text  of  the  Vedas  in  general  and  of  the  Rig  Veda  in
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particular discloses to us a world, which in the words of philosopher JL

Mehta is “the unifying play of the fourfold of earth and heaven, gods and mortals, in which man dwells on earth as his home, under the heavens, in friendly commerce with the gods, with his fellow men, with things, building and making untiringly with thoughts and words and things” ( Philosophy and Religion: 278; quoted in Shah; 15-16).

The concern of Vedic poetry is practical, namely the actual realization in one’s own person, of what it means to be fully human (Shah; 16) The  Vedic  imagery  is  symbolic.  It  speaks  of  light  and  darkness and  the  human  journey  through  mysterious  darkness  to  light.  But nevertheless the ancient Indians also have seen the darkness at the heart  of  light:   hiranmayena patrena satyasyapihitam mukham, tat tvam pusan apavrunu satyadharmaya drisyate.   (The  face  of  truth  is covered by a golden disc; unveil it o Sun, that I who love the truth may behold it.) The Upanishads, which follow the Vedas in many aspects, are on the other hand, cryptic, intellectual utterances in a much more evolved poetic mode. In the words of Sri Aurobindo,

The Upanishads are not a revolutionary departure from the Vedic mind and its temperament and fundamental ideas, but a continuation and development and to a certain extent an enlarging transformation in the sense of bringing out into open expression all that was held covered in the symbolic Vedic speech as a mystery and  a  secret.  It  begins  by  taking  up  the  imagery  and  the  ritual symbols of the Veda and the Brahmanas and turning them in such a way as to bring out an inner and a mystic sense which will serve as a sort of psychical starting-point for its own more highly evolved and more purely spiritual philosophy. (CWSA 20: 334).

Sri Aurobindo’s  Savitri, as I propose to argue, is in the direct line of Vedic and Upanishadic thought, and  Nature is used as metaphor for a state of being (in the Aurobindian scheme of things) and it reveals the hidden possibility of transformation from the material — the inconscient  —  to  the  spiritual  —  the  superconscient.   Savitri is the symbolic dawn that revels in its own secret/sacred self. The entire epic is an unfolding of the hidden possibilities of this other self of nature.
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As pointed out earlier, Indian narratives linking place and humans are diverse and heterogeneous, couched in diverse perceptions and points of view, and filtered through multiple discourses over a long period of time.  Savitri’ s trajectory definitely reveals this close affinity to the eco-spiritual discourse, of difference and oneness, of intrinsic value in nature and the hidden possibilities of its transformation.

Sri Aurobindo’s Savitri: A Legend and a Symbol Yat sanoh sanumaruhat bhuri aspsta kartvam (As he climbed from peak  to  peak  he  espied  evermore  what  was  to  be  done)  cited  by Sri Aurobindo in  The Secret of the Veda.

Savitri   is perhaps the nearest to a complete expression of an aesthetic of the spiritual that would self-reflexively lead towards a holistic revelation of experiential poetics — nature as metaphor and meaning that would form the other self of nature. The action in this epic poem takes place in geo-psychic realms that in Sri Aurobindo’s specific  terminology  would  be  the  overmental  regions.  The  poet’s Yogic  practices  and  spiritual  training  afforded  him  profound experiences in the interior spaces of the soul (which according to him constituted the aesthetic being in man). Savitri, is perhaps the longest poem in the English language running into twelve books and forty nine cantos, and the poet consistently worked on it for nearly four decades. Taking off from a small anecdote in the Mahabharata, this poem is conceived as a legend and a symbol — the entire text is an unfolding of the image of aesthetic transformation in symbolic terms.

My  reading  of  select  cantos  and  situations  in  this  long  epic  would focus  on  how  nature  and  human  nature  undergo  a  transforming divinisation that does not forego difference and identity.

Sri Aurobindo’s vision is essentially a poetic one (very much in line with the Vedic seers), and he was always concerned with the poetic experience,  both  the  creative  and  the  critical  aspects.  His  writings range from political pamphlets to sociological treatises, exegesis on the Veda, the Upanishads, and the Gita, to systematic treatises on Yoga and its various dimensions, from critical thinking on the foundations of Indian culture and history to philosophical writings on the meaning of  spiritual  being  and  the  poetics  of  spiritual  transformation.  What remain common throughout his writings are this aspect of spiritual 264

Insights Into  Savitri

transformation  and  an  aesthetic  of  spirituality.  This  reaches  its culmination in his two major contributions: in  The Life Divine this is achieved through sound philosophical ratiocination, and in  Savitri  as an aesthetic experience.

Based on his own intense personal yogic experience and on clear-sighted,  poetic  and  interpretative  exegesis  of  the  Vedic  mantras, Sri Aurobindo  avows  that  “All  life  is  Yoga ” .  What  he  intends  here is  a  possibility  to  willfully  integrate  the  human  will  with  its  divine counterpart  —  the  integration  of  the  inner  and  outer  nature  —  a union, that would spiritualise all being ultimately. All existence, in his vision, is a pervading of the Spirit. This is not mere pantheism — for the concept of God that Sri Aurobindo resorts to is not one that is monolithic  nor  homogenous  (cf.  Iswara  as  personal  godhead).  The entire cosmic play or Lila of the Divine is the transformation of life from its merely material inconscient  state (in Aurobindian terminology) to that of being gradually and systematically self-conscious and spiritually superconscient.

As Sri Aurobindo argued, from Matter to Life and to Mind there is a progressive evolution of the already involuted spirit; and now that such an evolution from Matter to Mind had been achieved there is further possibility of attaining the other steps in the future evolution.8

Sri Aurobindo on the strength of his spiritual achievement categorises those as:  Higher  mind,  Illumined  mind,  Intuition,  and  Overmind  —

stages to be reached before achieving the complete divinisation of all being (matter inclusive), the Supramental being. In  Savitri he finds the right situation for developing his scheme of spiritual evolution. One needs to keep in mind that the poetics of  Savitri is in direct line with the Vedic, and the symbolism is deliberately elemental. Sri Aurobindo’s involvement with the Vedic texts and the mantras in Sanskrit language afforded him an entry into the profound elemental quality of the language  of  poetry.  Savitri is created as  dhyanamantra.  And  the desired attitude of reading is also to be meditative. A few instances from the long poem would explicate this: In the enormous spaces of the self

The body now seemed only a wandering shell (291-92)
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In  the  overmental  aesthetic  as  evinced  by  Sri Aurobindo,  the  highest intensity of poetic speech and poetic vision combine to give rise to  mantra.

As blooms a flower in an unvisited place

The wide world knew not yet the inhabitant flame, Yet something deeply stirred and dimly knew;

There was a movement and a passionate call,

A rainbow dream, a hope of golden change;

Some secret wing of expectation beat,

A growing sense of something new and rare

And beautiful stole across the heart of time. (289-296) The  mantra or the highest intensity of poetic expression is reached when sound and sense ( sabda and  artha) combine in the right order, as  it  happens  in  the  following  instance  where  the  nuances  of  the language are captured: Only sometimes small thoughts arose and fell

Like quiet waves upon a silent sea

Or ripples passing over a lonely pool

When a stray stone disturbs its dreaming rest. (543) The text of  Savitri is replete with unique instances like these, however, it is when the poet moves into the terrain where the geography  of  the  imagination  intercepts  the  ordered  measures  of poetic utterance that he excels himself and appears to touch the highest  possibilities  of  expression.  Here  in  this  instance  the  poet depicts the slow movement of the trio — Satyavan, Death and Savitri — into the realms of the beyond:

Luminous he moved away; behind him Death

Went slowly with his noiseless tread, as seen In dream-built fields a shadowy herdsman glides Behind some wanderer from his voiceless herds, And Savitri moved behind eternal Death,

Her mortal pace was equaled with the god’s.

Wordless she traveled in her lover’s steps,

Planting her human feet where his had trod,

Into the perilous silences beyond. (577)

To read  Savitri  is to witness a tremendous adventure in the interior realms;  to  witness  and  participate  in  a  multidimensional  quest.

Because  Savitri  is cast in the mould of great poetry — Mahakavya —
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the requisite state of mind is one of openness and humility similar to  that  of  prayer,  for  each  word  and  each  phrase  should  ring  in  a

“solitude  and  an  immensity,”  heard  in  the  “listening  spaces  of  the soul,” in the “inner acoustic space,” and seized by the deeper self. “To embellish life with beauty,” writes Sri Aurobindo in  The Future Poetry,

“is only the most outward function of art and poetry, to make life more intimately beautiful and noble and great and full of meaning is  its  higher  office,  but  its  highest  comes  when  the  poet  becomes the seer and reveals to man his eternal self and the godheads of its manifestation” (Ibid: 243). And this highest function is what he has achieved in this work. And he was convinced that: Our souls can visit in great lonely hours Still regions of imperishable Light (47)

The  poem  is  replete  with  images  of  nature,  the  outer  and  the inner. And Sri Aurobindo wields the English language with expertise and ease in order to capture the multiple nuances of the spiritual experience. The Tantric dimensions of the Yogi’s experience are so very unique and in an equally unique manner  Savitri enfolds the rapture and distress, the pain and the pleasure, the effort and the ease. (e.g., see Book VII, Canto V) The  poem  opens  with  the  symbol  dawn,  with  the  stark  opening lines:  “It  was  the  hour  before  the  gods  awake”  (1).  The  entire  time span of the poem is concentrated on the fateful day of Satyavan’s death  and  Savitri’s  encounter  with  the  dark  god,  because  as  the opening canto reminds us, “In her there was the anguish of the gods”

(Ibid: 6), and “Her nature felt all Nature as its own” (Ibid: 8). Nature is not merely on the outside, but it connects to the soul, the psychic being  in  Sri Aurobindo’s  scheme  of  things:  “God  found  in  Nature, Nature fulfilled in God” (Ibid: 37). After the process of divinisation, as Sri Aurobindo visualises this, the raw nature in us is transformed — we continue to act in this world but the action is transformed spiritually.

We read in Sri Aurobindo’s  Essays on the Gita:

...action  is  possible  without  the  subjection  of  the  soul  to  the normal  degraded  functioning  of  the  modes  of  Nature.  That functioning depends on the mental, vital, and physical limitation into which we are cast; it is a deformation, an incapacity, a wrong Prakriti and the Manifestations of Spiritual Consciousness 267

or depressed value imposed on us by the mind and life in matter.

When  we  grow  into  the  spirit,  this  Dharma  or  inferiors  law  of Nature is replaced by the immortal Dharma of the Spirit; there is the experience of a free immortal action, a divine illimitable knowledge, a transcendent power, an unfathomable repose...

(We) have the thing we seek in us, but we have in practice to evolve it out of the inferior forms of our nature. (CWSA 19:  467)9

Nature  has  a  secret  purpose  and  meaning  and  that  is  this  divine fulfillment. This insight is what has inspired the poet to construct a vast multidimensional epic round a simple theme of love and death.

The image of love and death is raised into a symbol for a spiritualised transformation. The entire poem is a study in human and nonhuman nature.  The  action  takes  place  in  the  inner  dimensions  of  being.

There are two major Yogic journeys in this immense epic — that of Aswapati’s and later of Savitri’s.

Sri Aurobindo has transformed a minor narrative in the  Mahabharata into an epic of spiritual and symbolic significance. The tale of Satyavan and Savitri is simple enough. King Aswapati has a daughter Savitri, who falls in love with Satyavan, the son of a dispossessed and blind king, Dyumatsena. It is foretold that Satyavan is to die within a year of their marriage. Savitri is undaunted and they are married. When Satyavan dies at the destined time, Savitri awaits the Lord of Death to come and possess his soul. She follows the soul into the nether realms.

Despite her repeated requests, Yama, the Lord of death, is unrelenting in refusing to grant her the life of Satyavan. Nevertheless she persists and is finally able to overcome death with her perseverance and single-minded commitment. Satyavan is finally reunited with Savitri in an eternal life of happiness.

In the dimension of the symbol ,  the  two  kings  —  Aswapati  and Dyumatsena — represent power and knowledge. Knowledge needs to reflect on its own self and power requires willful insight so as to be just and non-oppressive. And Savitri herself is the embodiment of the goddess of that name — the harbinger of the great transformation.

Dyumatsena — the Lord of the Shining Hosts, the King of Knowledge here, in the lower hemisphere,  Aparardha10 (as opposed to the higher 

Parardha),  and  father  of  Satyavan,  falls  blind  and  thus  loses  his
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kingdom. (At the level of symbol this is Knowledge without insight).

His son Satyavan, symbolising the growing Soul of Man, a prince, a king to be, who cannot live without the support of light and truth in the darkness of this creation and therefore is destined to die within a year. Aswapati, Savitri’s father, is the Lord of the Horse ( ashva, horse in the Vedas is a symbol of power, energy, and force in opposition to gauh, cow or ray of light, as a symbol of knowledge). Here in the lower hemisphere Aswapati is involved in  Tapasya — concentrated spiritual effort  —  dedicated  to  the  Divine  Mother,  Savitri,  “goddess  of  the Supreme Truth”, calling her to support his spiritual work on earth with hers. In the event of her not supporting, his work has no significant future, since he has no son to continue it (very much in line with the ancient Indian thinking).

The goddess Savitri having promised Aswapati any boon he would ask  for,  did  not  give  him  the  progeny  he  wanted  —  many  sons

—  because  she  knew  that  without  Dyumatsena  first  regaining  his sight  and  his  kingdom  there  would  be  no  future  for  it,  and  all  the endeavours of Aswapati would be fruitless (Knowledge without the power to transform it becomes mere tinsel). This is the reason why her human embodiment Savitri, when desired by the Lord of Death to  seek  any  boon  she  wished,  asks  for  Dyumatsena’s  sight  and  his kingdom first.

This symbolic potential of the story afforded Sri Aurobindo with the format of a spiritual transformation that informs his entire philosophical system  that  was  grounded  in  the  Vedic  order.  Sri Aurobindo’s  King Aswapati  undergoes  several  yogic  experiences  that  transcend  the phenomenal world and looks into the heart of being. The first segment of  the  long  poem  narrates  his  own  inner  journeys  and  explorations.

He resurfaces in the real world with the assurance that the goddess Savitri,  the  goddess  of  the  Sun,  savita, would herself reincarnate in earthly form and hasten the divine transformation. Savitri, on the other hand also undergoes the yogic journey, albeit of a different nature (if Aswapati’s  is  extensive,  hers  is  intensive),  and  equips  herself  for  the final transformation of all life. She has to undergo the entire gamut of human experience, the joy of love, the pangs of separation, the agony of death and the ordeal of foreknowledge of death and “the parable Prakriti and the Manifestations of Spiritual Consciousness 269

for the search of the soul”. The third part of the epic is set apart for the  great  dialogue  with  Death—Savitri’s  rhetorical  reasonings  and Death’s answers. (This definitely has Upanishadic overtones in terms of language, imagery and situation.)

Perhaps the entire poem is too complex and replete with symbols, and the enormity of its structure could even put off any simple minded reader. But considering the massive scheme and complicated structure,  it  is  unique  in  conception  and  execution,  exploring  the ceaseless miracle of the self in nature and its ultimate divinisation.11

The poem is not meant to be merely read and  understood, it is conceived as an exercise in meditation and inner listening with the  ear of ear  as the Veda puts it. 

We read in  Savitri:

Heaven is too high for outstretched hands to seize.

This Light comes not by struggle or by thought; In the mind’s silence the Transcendent acts

And the hushed heart hears the unuttered Word. (315) The great transformation or the divinisation of inconscient matter is achieved through the descent of the spirit. And the “hushed heart”

needs  to  be  prepared  and  listen  for  the  “unuttered  word”.  In  the Aurobindian scheme of things, Nature is not merely matter or a term that describes the natural forms other than the human. He looks upon nature  as  the  foundation  from  which  all  life  forms  generate.  It  is  a manifestation of the Divine Spirit that is involuted in it. Nevertheless it is inconscient and ignorant. There is a vibrant horizontal movement of the innate energy in Nature that passes through all matter, and still there is another subtle vertical dimension of this manifestation as well, that passes through and flowers forth as Life, the vital energy. Here too there is this double dimension of horizontality and verticality that coexists. Ultimately the vertical dimension of energy realises itself in the nature of Mind and the mental planes. Eventually as Sri Aurobindo visualises  it,  the  vertical  thrust  would  guide  the  evolution  of  the Supermind.  Thus  the  transformation  of  nature  would  eventually  be completed  with  the  complete  divinisation  of  all  being.  This  is  the objective of the  purna Yoga (a  distinct  version  of  Yoga  defined  as 270
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Integral Yoga in Aurobindian terms) as he envisioned it, because yoga is a self-reflexive process that hastens the process of nature.

In   The Life Divine, Sri Aurobindo’s philosophical  magnum opus, we read: “A consciousness-force, everywhere inherent in Existence, acting even when concealed, is the creator of the worlds, the occult secret of Nature” (CWSA 21: 309).12 This self-conscious force has a double aspect in Nature — it is Ignorance as well as Knowledge. In physical Nature the state of matter is inert, inconscient, ignorant, and nescient. This is the  avidya  (usually  translated  as  ignorance,  or  the  absence  of   vidya) state, but eventually in the evolutionary process, Consciousness gains in terms of Knowledge —  vidya —  as it blossoms forth in Life and later Mind. This is the process of regaining of its psychic selfhood. Although this would appear to be a reading of all and everything in a generalised, universalising  manner,  Sri Aurobindo  insists  that  difference  and separateness too are at the heart of things. He speaks of the essentiality, commonality and individuality (Transcendental, Universal, and Individual) of things, “but the three together and not one by itself are the eternal terms of existence” (Ibid: 396) And in the nature of all being: All  evolution  is  in  essence  a  heightening  of  the  force  of consciousness in the manifest being so that it may be raised into the greater intensity of what is still unmanifest, from matter to life, from life into mind, from the mind into the spirit. (Ibid: 754-755) This  evolutionary  growth  into  the  supramental  state  is  what  he visualises  as  the  process  leading  life  divine  (“divine  being”  and “divine living”)

Thus Sri Aurobindo’s aesthetics is quite integral to his spiritual system.

It is characteristic of him that his poetry and thought form one coherent whole.  They  are  expressions  of  his  own  unique  spiritual  experiences and realisations. For him, man’s phenomenal earthly existence is “real”

and  he  visualises  with  god-like  intensity  the  topography  of  human evolution. The ultimate divinisation of the human being would bring about  a  superhuman  being  —  not  a  Superman  in  the  Nietzschean sense,  but  a  spiritually-evolved  superman.  The  consciousness  that  is involuted in Nature has to vertically ascend through all the other grades of being only to gradually realise the Divine Gnosis. This is the ultimate purpose of all existence as Sri Aurobindo envisions it. Now Nature has Prakriti and the Manifestations of Spiritual Consciousness 271

a great significance in all this ascent, descent and integration — it is the foundation for this divine transformation.  Savitri is a major poetic attempt  to  dramatise  the  realisation  of  this  other  self  of  nature.  He wrote later in a letter:

I used  Savitri  as  a  means  of  ascension.  I  began  with  it  on  a certain  mental  level,  each  time  I  could  reach  a  higher  level  I rewrote from that level... In fact,  Savitri has not been regarded by  me  as  a  poem  to  be  written  and  finished,  but  as  a  field  of experimentation to see how far poetry could be written from one’s own yogic consciousness and how that could be made creative.

(CWSA 27: 272)

As  in  the  Upanishads,  which  according  to  Sri Aurobindo,  are  the highest type of poetry, the aesthetic harmony in the Absolute would lead to a principle of Love. The Upanishad extols the principle of self-renunciation and abandonment —  tyaga, and the ultimate relish that follows this process. Sri Aurobindo’s experience which he has created in terms of Aswapati’s as he surrenders to the Divine is hardly different: All nature felt again the single bliss; There was no cleavage between soul and soul,

There was no barrier between world and God...

The circle of the little self was gone;

The separate being could no more be felt;

It disappeared and knew itself no more

Lost in the spirit’s wide identity.

His nature grew a movement of the All...

Infinity swallowed him into shoreless trance. (319-230) When the little self of being is revealed for what it is and unites with the larger will of the Divine, all distinctions and differences are seen for  what  they  are,  intrinsically  meaningful  and  spiritually  charged.

The One in the many and the many in the One is a mystical oceanic experience, and  Savitri leads the reader directly into such a liberating aesthetic experience. In the final analysis, this long epic would focus on how nature and human nature undergo a transforming divinisation that does not forego difference and identity. And this is the spiritual aesthesis that Sri Aurobindo visualised. This holistic transformation of the involuted sphere of all nature is a desire of the earth’s ecological 272
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self. The charmed circle that  Savitri weaves together is the charm of ascent, descent and integration.

The  wisdom  of  ecological  criticism  as  we  have  already  seen  has been  to  reestablish  vital  connections  with  nature.  When  once  the living  relationship  has  been  rediscovered  nature  will  come  to  be looked upon less and less as mere resource and its sacred other self  would  slowly  come  to  light.  In  our  collective  globalised  march of  development  we  tend  to  devalue  everything,  because  market capitalism entertains only price and cost. Value and significance are perhaps a thing of the past and are already under the rubble of the garbage  heap  we  keep  discarding  day  by  day.  Perhaps  if  we  were to resuscitate the collective cultural value of a lost time and of a people marginalised or even misunderstood, we could still save this, our  lonely  planet.  All  our  preservation,  conservation,  biodiversity management  and  environmental  justice  movements  would  hasten us  back  to  the  time  when  nature  could  hold  forth  meaning  and value. After all, there is this underlying aesthetic value that holds all life together and makes it collectively meaningful. And a realisation of this would mean a step towards the aesthetics of the spiritual. As Sri Aurobindo writes in  Savitri: The Spirit shall take up the human play,

This earthly life become the life divine. (710) In my reading of  Savitri,  I have attempted to reintegrate spiritual values  into  environmental  critical  debate.  Such  an  “eco-spiritually oriented environmental stewardship can be a mechanism that strengthens  respect  for  nature  by  enabling  people  to  centre  their values upon the notion that there is a cosmic ordinance and a divine law which must be maintained. ...Eco-spirituality if globally manifested, can also provide the values necessary for an environmentally caring world and will not advance a blind belief in economic growth at all costs, creating in its wake greed, poverty, inequality, and injustice as well as environmental destruction” (“Classical India”: 49).

The  ancient  Indian  view  of  life  was  a  constant  recognition  of  the sacred at the heart of all being, and as I have argued earlier, this notion of the sacred does not devalue the phenomenal world of the senses but a recognition of this aspect of life on the other hand would endow Prakriti and the Manifestations of Spiritual Consciousness 273

it with deeper significance, quality, and value. The ecological vision that a poetic insight engendered through the spiritual, would enhance all qualities of life and living, both in terms of the human and non-human.

After all life becomes more meaningful when lived from with-in, more self-consciously, more deliberately, in perfect symphony with spiritual values — and the process of transformation is never exclusive but inclusive. In the final analysis the spiritual aesthetic of nature hastens in a life of quality and pure being, unbounded, unconditioned, but one conceived in difference and oneness at the same time.


Notes

1.  An earlier version of this paper was presented at a Conference on

“Poetic Ecologies: Nature as Text and Text as Nature in English-Language Verse” in the Université Libre de Bruxelles, Belgium, in May 2008. Some portions of this essay have been translated into Romanian and published in  Post Modernism (e) No. 3-4, 2009; 69-84. Later the full text appeared in  ISLE- Interdisciplinary Studies in Literature and Environment Vol. 18. Issue 2 (Spring 2011) pp.

302-322.

2.  In his extremely perceptive analysis of the cultural and civilisational contexts of the present day world,  The  Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order (1996), Samuel P Huntington has drawn attention to the historical postulate that in the post-Cold War world, culture is both a divisive and unifying force (p. 28). He goes on to argue that “The polarisation of “East” and “West” culturally is in part another consequence of the universal but unfortunate practice of calling European civilisation Western civilisation.

Instead of “East and West”, it is more appropriate to speak of “the West and the rest” which at least implies the existence of many non-Wests.” (p. 33). What I believe would be of significance in this observation is the recognition of non-homogeneous nature of culture which consequently identifies/validates difference and plurality, albeit not a self-defining one through the determinant of the West as a monolithic category. Ecocriticism in its essence recognises difference and heterogeneity.

3.  In this segment I have incorporated significant portions from my article entitled  Involution and Evolution: Some Conceptual Issues in 
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the Contexts of Indian Discourses  that appeared in  The Trumpeter: Journal of Ecosophy.  Vol. 25, No.2 (2009).

4.  To refer to the Indian  spiritual tradition is not to deny the existence and significance of  materialist discourses that have shaped the thinking of the people of India over the years. There has been a continued debate between the spiritual and the material as much as the theistic and the atheistic (see Debiprasad Chattopadyaya, DD Kosambi, Amartya Sen). However, the focus of my arguments is that Indian thought is more concerned with seeking connections rather than insist on separateness. This claim to connection, does not preclude the value of existence and the individual.

5.  Hindu religious literature, the most ancient writings in the world, is of two types: primary scriptures ( Sruti) and secondary scriptures ( Smriti). The Sruti scriptures are of divine origin, whose truths were directly revealed to ancient  rishis (sages) in their deep meditations.

The Smriti scriptures are of human origin and were written to explain the Sruti writings and make them understandable and meaningful to the general population. Sruti scriptures include the four Vedas ( Rig, Yajur, Sãma and Atharva) and the  Bhagavad Gîtã, and constitute the highest religious authority in Hindu religion.

Smriti scriptures include five distinct groups of writings: Itihãsas (History or Epics), Purãnas (Mythology),Dharma Shãstras (Law Codes), Ãgamas & Tantras (Scriptures of various sects), Darshanas (Manuals of Philosophy — nyaya, vaisheshika, sankhya, yoga, mimasa and Vedanta). For a detailed discussion of the Vedic natural imagery and symbolism see OP Dwivedi,  Classical India, in  A Companion to Environmental Philosophy, ed Dale Jamieson (Malden: Blackwell, 2003) 6.  Sri Aurobindo (1872-1950) was foremost among the nationalists who fought against the British Raj, a non-conformist and an activist aligned with the extremist Congressman, Bal Gangadhar Tilak, as opposed to the pacifist Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi. He wrote a great deal—ranging from violent nationalism through sociological treatises and political pamphlets to Yogic metaphysics and Vedic interpretation, poetics, prosody and history to psychological issues, literary criticism and mysticism. His major works include Prakriti and the Manifestations of Spiritual Consciousness 275

The Foundations of Indian Culture, The Synthesis of Yoga, The Human Cycle, The Life Divine,  Collected Poems, and Savitri: A Legend and a Symbol (all published by the Ashram).

7.  Sri Aurobindo (1872-1950) was foremost among the nationalists who fought against the British Raj, a non-conformist and an activist aligned with the extremist Congressman, Bal Gangadhar Tilak, as opposed to the pacifist Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi. He wrote a great deal—ranging from violent nationalism through sociological treatises and political pamphlets to Yogic metaphysics and Vedic interpretation, poetics, prosody and history to psychological issues, literary criticism and mysticism. His major works include The Foundations of Indian Culture, The Synthesis of Yoga, The Human Cycle, The Life Divine,  Collected Poems, and Savitri: A Legend and a Symbol (all published by the Ashram).

8.  In many ways Sri Aurobindo’s systematic exploration of Involution and Evolution runs parallel to the thought of Pierre Teilhard de Chardin (1881-1955), the Jesuit Paleontologist, who attempted to combine his own scientific training in the Earth Sciences with the Christian metaphysics. Teilhard de Chardin is also credited with having even predicted the Internet. Contemporary philosophical debates have sort of rediscovered this “transhumanist” who engaged in a liberal dialogue with Christianity. Teilhard’s notion of God as the Omega point toward which consciousness is evolving deserves special mention in this context.

9.  Sri Aurobindo has also added a footnote to this observation: “This is from the point of view of our nature ascending upwards by self — 

conquest, effort, and discipline. There must also intervene more and more a descent of the divine Light, Presence and Power into the being to transform it; otherwise the change at the point of culmination and beyond it cannot take place. That is why there comes in as the last movement the necessity of an absolute self-surrender.”  This can be seen as forming the basis of Sri Aurobindo’s interpretation of the Gita as revealing essentially the power of  bhakti Yoga, and not merely  karma Yoga and  jnana Yoga as many others have seen in it.

10. Aparardha, “the lower half of world-existence”, the hemisphere of the  triloka (three worlds) of manas, prana, and anna or mind, life
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and matter. These three principles “are in themselves powers of the superior principles” of the higher hemisphere,  parardha.

11. For a detailed discussion of the poem, see my book  The Mantra of Vision. Delhi: BR, 1997.

12. The term that he uses,  Consciousness-Force,  is the Vedic equivalent of  Chit-Shakthi, that is,  self-aware energy. 
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