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Publisher s Note

Letters on Poetry and Art comprises letters written by Sri
Aurobindo on poetry and other forms of literature, painting
and the other arts, beauty, aesthetics and the relation of these
to the practice of yoga. He wrote most of these letters to
members of his ashram during the 1930s and 1940s, primarily
between 1931 and 1937. Only around a sixth of the letters were
published during his lifetime. The rest have been transcribed
from his manuscripts.

The present volume is the rst collection of Sri Aurobindo s
letters on poetry, literature, art and aesthetics to bear the title
Letters on Poetry and Art. It incorporates material from three
previous books: (1) Letters on Poetry, Literature and Art;
(2) Letters on Savitri , and (3) On Himself (section entitled

The Poet and the Critic ). It also contains around ve hundred
letters that have not appeared in any previous collection pub-
lished under his name. The arrangement is that of the editors.
The texts of the letters have been checked against all available
manuscripts and printed versions.
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Sri Aurobindo in Pondicherry






Part One

Poetry and Its Creation






Section One

The Sources of Poetry






Poetic Creation

Three Elements of Poetic Creation

Poetry, or at any rate a truly poetic poetry, comes always from
some subtle plane through the creative vital and uses the outer
mind and other external instruments for transmission only.
There are three elements in the production of poetry; there is the
original source of inspiration, there is the vital force of creative
beauty which contributes its own substance and impetus and
often determines the form, except when that also comes ready
made from the original sources; there is, nally, the transmitting
outer consciousness of the poet. The most genuine and perfect
poetry is written when the original source is able to throw its
inspiration pure and undiminished into the vital and there takes
its true native form and power of speech exactly reproducing the
inspiration, while the outer consciousness is entirely passive and
transmits without alteration what it receives from the godheads
of the inner or the superior spaces. When the vital mind and
emotion are too active and give too much of their own initiation
or a translation into more or less turbid vital stuff, the poetry
remains powerful but is inferior in quality and less authentic.
Finally, if the outer consciousness is too lethargic and blocks
the transmission or too active and makes its own version, then
you have the poetry that fails or is at best a creditable mental
manufacture. It is the interference of these two parts either by
obstruction or by too great an activity of their own or by both
together that causes the dif culty and labour of writing. There
would be no dif culty if the inspiration came through without
obstruction or interference in a pure transcript  that is what
happens in a poet s highest or freest moments when he writes not
at all out of his own external human mind, but by inspiration,
as the mouthpiece of the Gods.
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The originating source may be anywhere; the poetry may
arise or descend from the subtle physical plane, from the higher
or lower vital itself, from the dynamic or creative intelligence,
from the plane of dynamic vision, from the psychic, from the
illumined mind or Intuition, even, though this is the rarest,
from the Overmind widenesses. To get the Overmind inspira-
tion is so rare that there are only a few lines or short passages
in all poetic literature that give at least some appearance or
re ection of it. When the source of inspiration is in the heart or
the psychic there is more easily a good will in the vital channel,
the ow is spontaneous; the inspiration takes at once its true
form and speech and is transmitted without any interference or
only a minimum of interference by the brain-mind, that great
spoiler of the higher or deeper splendours. It is the character
of the lyrical inspiration, to ow in a jet out of the being
whether it comes from the vital or the psychic, it is usually
spontaneous, for these are the two most powerfully impelling
and compelling parts of the nature. When on the contrary the
source of inspiration is in the creative poetic intelligence or even
the higher mind or the illumined mind, the poetry which comes
from this quarter is always apt to be arrested by the outer in-
tellect, our habitual thought-production engine. This intellect
is an absurdly overactive part of the nature; it always thinks
that nothing can be well done unless it puts its nger into the
pie and therefore it instinctively interferes with the inspiration,
blocks half or more than half of it and labours to substitute its
own inferior and toilsome productions for the true speech and
rhythm that ought to have come. The poet labours in anguish
to get the one true word, the authentic rhythm, the real divine
substance of what he has to say, while all the time it is waiting
complete and ready behind; but it is denied free transmission by
some part of the transmitting agency which prefers to translate
and is not willing merely to receive and transcribe. When one
gets something through from the illumined mind, then there is
likely to come to birth work that is really ne and great. When
there comes with labour or without it something reasonably
like what the poetic intelligence wanted to say, then there is
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something ne or adequate, though it may not be great unless
there is an intervention from the higher levels. But when the
outer brain is at work trying to fashion out of itself or to give its
own version of what the higher sources are trying to pour down,
then there results a manufacture or something quite inadequate
or faulty or, at the best, good on the whole , but not the thing
that ought to have come. 2 June 1931

Creation by the Word

The word is a sound expressive of the idea. In the supra-physical
plane when an idea has to be realised, one can by repeating the
word-expression of it, produce vibrations which prepare the
mind for the realisation of the idea. That is the principle of the
Mantra and of japa. One repeats the name of the Divine and the
vibrations created in the consciousness prepare the realisation of
the Divine. Itis the same idea that is expressed in the Bible, God
said, Let there be Light, and there was Light. It is creation by
the Word. 6 May 1933

Creative Power and the Human Instrument

A poem may pre-exist in the timeless as all creation pre-exists
there or else in some plane where the past, present and future
exist together. But it is not necessary to presuppose anything of
the kind to explain the phenomena of inspiration. All is here a
matter of formation or creation. By the contact with the source
of inspiration the creative Power at one level or another and the
human instrument, receptacle or channel get into contact. That
is the essential point, all the rest depends upon the individual
case. If the substance, rhythm, form, words come down all to-
gether ready-formed from the plane of poetic creation, that is
the perfect type of inspiration; it may give its own spontaneous
gift or it may give something which corresponds to the idea or
the aspiration of the poet, but in either case the human being
is only a channel or receptacle, although he feels the joy of the
creation and the joy of the dvesa, enthousiasmos, elation of the
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inrush and the passage. On the other hand it may be that the
creative source sends down the substance or stuff, the force and
the idea, but the language, rhythm etc. are formed somewhere
in the instrument; he has to nd the human transcription of
something that is there in diviner essence above; then there is
an illumination or excitement, a conscious labour of creation
swift or slow, hampered or facile. Something of the language
may be supplied by the mind or vital, something may break
through from somewhere behind the veil, from whatever source
gets into touch with the transcribing mind in the liberating or
stimulating excitement or uplifting of the consciousness. Or a
line or lines may come through from some plane and the poet
excited to creation may build around them constructing his
material or getting it from any source he can tap. There are
many possibilities of this nature. There is also the possibility of
an inspiration not from above, but from somewhere within on
the ordinary levels, some inner mind, emotional vital etc. which
the mind practised in poetical technique works out according
to its habitual faculty. Here again in a different way similar
phenomena, similar variations may arise.

As for the language, the tongue in which the poem comes
or the whole lines from above, that offers no real dif culty.
It all depends on the contact between the creative Power and
the instrument or channel, the Power will naturally choose the
language of the instrument or channel, that to which it is accus-
tomed and can therefore readily hear and receive. The Power
itself is not limited and can use any language, but although it
is possible for things to come through in a language unknown
or ill-known | have seen several instances of the former it
is not a usual case, since the sanskéra of the mind, its habits of
action and conception would normally obstruct any such unpre-
pared receptiveness; only a strong mediumistic faculty might be
unaffected by this dif culty. These things however are obviously
exceptional, abnormal or supernormal phenomena.

If the parts of a poem come from different planes, it is
because one starts from some high plane but the connecting
consciousness cannot receive uninterruptedly from there and as
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soon as it ickers or wavers it comes down to a lower, perhaps
without noticing it, or the lower comes in to supply the continua-
tion of the ow or on the contrary the consciousness starts from
a lower plane and is lifted in the &vesa, perhaps occasionally,
perhaps more continuously higher for a time or else the higher
force attracted by the creative will breaks through or touches or
catches up the less exalted inspiration towards or into itself. |
am speaking here especially of the overhead planes where this
is quite natural; for the Overmind for instance is the ultimate
source of intuition, illumination or heightened power of the
planes immediately below it. It can lift them up into its own
greater intensity or give out of its intensity to them or touch
or combine their powers together with something of its own
greater power or they can receive or draw something from
it or from each other. On the lower planes beginning from the
mental downwards there can also be such variations or com-
binations, but the working is not the same, for the different
powers here stand more on a footing of equality whether they
stand apart from each other, each working in its own right, or
cooperate. 29 April 1937

*

Human creation comes from the vital planes into the physical

but there is often enough something more behind it than is
expressed it gets altered or diminished in the human physical
transcription. 9 March 1933

Joy of Poetic Creation

Poetry takes its start from any plane of the consciousness, but,
like all art, one might even say all creation, it must be passed
through the vital, the life-soul, gather from it a certain force for
manifestation if it is to be itself alive. And as there is always a
joy in creation, that joy along with a certain enthousiasmos

not enthusiasm, if you please, but an invasion and exultation of
creative force and creative ecstasy, &nandamaya dvesa  must
always be there, whatever the source. But where the inspiration
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comes from the linking of the vital creative instrument to a
deeper psychic experience, that imparts another kind of intensive
originality and peculiar individual power, a subtle and delicate
perfection, a linking on to something that is at once ne to
etheriality and potent, intense as re yet full of sweetness. But
this is exceedingly rare in its absolute quality, poetry as an
expression of mind and life is common, poetry of the mind and
life touched by the soul and given a spiritual neness is to be
found but more rare; the pure psychic note in poetry breaks
through only once in a way, in a brief lyric, a sudden line, a
luminous passage. It was indeed because this linking-on took
place that the true poetic faculty suddenly awoke in you, for
it was not there before, at least on the surface. The joy you
feel, therefore, was no doubt partly the simple joy of creation,
but there comes also into it the joy of expression of the psychic
being which was seeking for an outlet since your boyhood. It is
this inner expression that makes the writing of poetry a part of
sadhana. 29 May 1931

Essence of Inspiration

There can be inspiration also without words  a certain inten-
sity in the light and force and substance of the knowledge is the
essence of inspiration. 18 June 1933

Inspiration and Effort

Inspiration is always a very uncertain thing; it comes when it
chooses, stops suddenly before it has nished its work, refuses
to descend when it is called. This is a well-known af iction,
perhaps of all artists, but certainly of poets. There are some
who can command it at will; those who, | think, are more full
of an abundant poetic energy than careful for perfection; others
who oblige it to come whenever they put pen to paper but with
these the inspiration is either not of a high order or quite unequal
in its level. Again there are some who try to give it a habit of
coming by always writing at the same time; Virgil with his nine



Poetic Creation 11

lines rst written, then perfected every morning, Milton with
his fty epic lines a day, are said to have succeeded in regular-
ising their inspiration. It is, | suppose, the same principle which
makes gurus in India prescribe for their disciples a meditation
at the same xed hour every day. It succeeds partially of course,
for some entirely, but not for everybody. For myself, when the
inspiration did not come with a rush or in a stream,  for then
there is no dif culty, | had only one way, to allow a certain
kind of incubation in which a large form of the thing to be done
threw itself on the mind and then wait for the white heat in
which the entire transcription could rapidly take place. But |
think each poet has his own way of working and nds his own
issue out of inspiration s incertitudes. 26 January 1932

*

Merciful heavens, what a splashing and oundering! When you
MIss a verse or a poem, it is better to wait in an entire quietude
about it (with only a silent expectation) until the true inspiration
comes, and not to thrash the inner air vainly for possible variants

like that the true form is much more likely to come, as people
go to sleep on a problem and nd it solved when they awake.
Otherwise, you are likely to have only a series of misses, the
half-gods of the semi-poetic mind continually intervening with
their false enthusiasms and misleading voices. 11 July 1931

*

Few poets can keep for a very long time a sustained level of
the highest inspiration. The best poetry does not usually come
by streams except in poets of a supreme greatness though there
may be in others than the greatest long-continued wingings at a
considerable height. The very best comes by intermittent drops,
though sometimes three or four gleaming drops at a time. Even
in the greatest poets, even in those with the most opulent ow
of riches like Shakespeare, the very best is comparatively rare.
13 February 1936
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Aspiration, Opening, Recognition

Impatience does not help intensity of aspiration does. The
use of keeping the consciousness uplifted is that it then remains
ready for the in ow from above when that comes. To get as early
as possible to the highest range one must keep the consciousness
steadily turned towards it and maintain the call. First one has
to establish the permanent opening  or get it to establish itself,
then the ascension and frequent, afterwards constant descent. It
is only afterwards that one can have the ease. 21 April 1937

*

Perhaps one reason why your mind is so variable is because
it has learned too much and has too many in uences stamped
upon it; it does not allow the real poet in you who is a little
at the back to be himself it wants to supply him with a form
instead of allowing him to breathe into the instrument his own
notes. It is besides too ingenious. . .. What you have to learn
is the art of allowing things to come through and recognising
among them the one right thing ~ which is very much what you
have to do in Yoga also. It is really this recognition that is the
one important need  once you have that, things become much
easier. 3July 1932

Self-criticism

It is no use being disgusted because there is a best you have not
reached yet; every poet should have that feeling of a miraculous
poetic creation existing on a plane he has not reached, but he
should not despair of reaching it, but rather he has to regard
present achievement not as something nal but as steps towards
what he hopes one day to write. That is the true artistic temper.

1 May 1934

*

It is precisely the people who are careful, self-critical, anxious
for perfection who have interrupted visits from the Muse. Those
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who don t mind what they write, trusting to their genius, vigour
or uency to carry it off are usually the abundant writers. There
are exceptions, of course. The poetic part caught in the mere
mind is an admirable explanation of the phenomenon of inter-
ruption. Fluent poets are those who either do not mind if they do
not always write their very best or whose minds are suf ciently
poetic to make even their not best verse pass muster or make
a reasonably good show. Sometimes you write things that are
good enough, but not your best, but both your insistence and
mine  for | think it essential for you to write your best always,
at least your level best may have curbed the uency a good
deal.

The check and diminution forced on your prose was com-
pensated by the much higher and maturer quality to which it
attained afterwards. It would be so, | suppose, with the poetry;
a new level of consciousness once attained, there might well be
anew uency. So there is not much justi cation for the fear.

6 October 1936

*

You seem to suffer from a mania of self-depreciatory criticism.
Many artists and poets have that; as soon as they look at their
work they nd it awfully poor and bad. (I had that myself often
varied with the opposite feeling, Arjava also has it); but to have
it while writing is its most excruciating degree of intensity. Better
get rid of it if you want to write freely. 14 December 1936

Correction by Second Inspiration

It is a second inspiration which has come in improving on the

rst. When the improving is done by the mind and not by a
pure inspiration, then the retouches spoil more often than they
perfect. 8 August 1936
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Sources of Inspiration and Variety

If there were not different sources of inspiration, every poet
would write the same thing and in the same way as every other,
which would be deplorable. Each draws from a different realm
and therefore a different kind and manner of inspiration  ex-
cept of course those who make a school and all write on the
same lines. 18 July 1936

*

Different sources of inspiration may express differently the same
thing. | can t say what plane is imaged in the poem [submitted
by the correspondent]. Planes are big regions of being with all
sorts of things in them. 17 October 1936

Poetry of the Material or Physical Consciousness

The Vedic times were an age in which men lived in the material
consciousness as did the heroes of Homer. The Rishis were the
mystics of the time and took the frame of their symbolic imagery
from the material life around them. 20 October 1936

*

Homer and Chaucer are poets of the physical consciousness
| have pointed that out in The Future Poetry. 31 May 1937

*

You cant drive a sharp line between the subtle physical and
the physical like that in these matters. If a poet writes from the
outward physical only hiswork is likely to be more photographic
than poetic. 1937
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Poetry of the Vital World

I had begun something about visions of this kind and A.E. s and
other theories but that was a long affair  too long, as it turned
out, to nish or even do more than begin. | can only now answer
your questions rather brie .

There is an earth-memory from which one gets or can get
things of the past more or less accurately according to the qual-
ity of the mind that receives them. But this experience is not
explicable on that basis  for the Gopis here are evidently not
earthly beings and the place Raihana saw was not a terrestrial
locality. If she had got it from the earth-mind at all, it could only
be from the world of images created by Vaishnava tradition with
perhaps a personal transcription of her own. But this also does
not agree with all the details.

It is quite usual for poets and musicians and artists to re-
ceive things they can even be received complete and direct,
though oftenest with some working of the individual mind and
consequent alteration  from a plane above the physical mind,
a vital world of creative art and beauty in which these things are
prepared and come down through the t channel. The musician,
poet or artist, if he is conscious, may be quite aware and sensitive
of the transmission, even feel or see something of the plane from
which it comes. Usually, however, this is in the waking state and
the contact is not so vivid as that felt by Raihana.

There are such things as dream inspirations it is rare
however that these are of any value. For the dreams of most
people are recorded by the subconscient. Either the whole thing
is a creation of the subconscient and turns out, if recorded,
to be incoherent and lacking in any sense or, if there is a real
communication from a higher plane, marked by a feeling of
elevation and wonder, it gets transcribed by the subconscient
and what that forms is either at or ludicrous. Moreover, this
was seen between sleep and waking and things so seen are
not dreams, but experiences from other planes either mental
or vital or subtle physical or more rarely psychic or higher plane
experiences.
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In this case it is very possible that she got into some kind
of connection with the actual world of Krishna and the Gopis
through the vital. This seems to be indicated rst by the
sense of extreme rapture and light and beauty and secondly
by the contact with the Blue Radiance that was Krishna
that phrase and the expressions she uses have a strong touch of
something that was authentic. | say through the vital, because
of course it was presented to her in forms and words that her
human mind could seize and understand; the original forms of
that world would be something that could hardly be seizable
by the human sense. The Hindi words of course belong to the
transcribing agency. That would not mean that it was a cre-
ation of her personal mind, but only a transcription given to
her just within the bounds of what it could seize, even though
unfamiliar to her waking consciousness. Once the receptivity
of the mind awakened, the rest came to her freely through the
channel created by the vision. That her mind did not create the
song is con rmed by the fact that it came in Hindi with so much
perfection of language and technique.

To anyone familiar with occult phenomena and their analy-
sis, these things will seem perfectly normal and intelligible. The
vision-mind in us is part of the inner being, and the inner mind,
vital, physical are not bound by the dull and narrow limitations
of our outer physical personality and the small scope of the
world it lives in. Its scope is vast, extraordinary, full of inex-
haustible interest and, as one goes higher, of glory and sweetness
and beauty. The dif culty is to get it through the outer human
instruments which are so narrow and crippled and unwilling to
receive them. 9 June 1935

*

I may say that purely vital poetry can be very remarkable. Many
nowadays in Europe seem even to think that poetry should be
written only from the vital (I mean from poetic sensations, not
from ideas) and that that is the only pure poetry. The poets of the
vital plane seize with a great vividness and extraordinary force of
rhythm and phrase the life-power and the very sensation of the
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things they describe and express them to the poetic sense. What
is often lacking in them is a perfect balance between this power
and the other powers of poetry: intellectual, psychic, emotional
etc. There is something in them which gives an impression of
excess  when they are great in genius, splendid excess, but still
not the perfect perfection.

*

In purely or mainly vital poetry the appeal to sense or sensation,
to the vital thrill, is so dominant that the mental content of
the poetry takes quite a secondary place. Indeed in the lower
kinds of vital poetry the force of word and sound and the force
of the stirred sensation tend to predominate over the mental
sense or else the nerves and blood are thrilled (as in war-poetry)
but the mind and soul do not nd an equal satisfaction. But
this does not mean that there should be no vital element in
poetry  without the vital nothing living can be done. But for
a deeper or greater appeal the vital element must be surcharged
with something more forward or else something from above, an
element of superior inspiration or in uence.

Poetry essentially psychic can have a strong vital element,
but the psychic being is always behind it; it intervenes and throws
its self-expression into what is written. There comes an utterance
with an inner life in it, a touch perhaps even of the spiritual,
easily felt by those who have themselves an inner life, but others
may miss it.

The World of Word-Music

Nishikanta seems to have put himself into contact with an inex-
haustible source of owing word and rhythm  with the world
of word-music, which is one province of the World of Beauty.
It is part of the vital World no doubt and the joy that comes of
contact with that beauty is vital  but it is a subtle vital which
is not merely sensuous. It is one of the powers by which the
substance of the consciousness can be re ned and prepared for
sensibility to a still higher beauty and Ananda. Also it can be
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made a vehicle for the expression of the highest things. The Veda,
the Upanishad, the Mantra, everywhere owe half their power to
the rhythmic sound that embodies their inner meanings.

6 December 1936

Mental and Vital Poetry

All poetry is mental or vital or both, sometimes with a psychic
tinge; the power from above mind comes in only in rare lines and
passages lifting up the mental and vital inspiration towards its
own light or power. To work freely from that higher inspiration
is a thing that has not yet been done, though certain tendencies
of modern poetry seem to be an unconscious attempt to prepare
for that. But in the mind and vital there are many provinces
and kingdoms and what you have been writing recently is by
no means from the ordinary mind or vital; its inspiration comes
from a higher or deeper occult or inner source. 17 May 1937

Poetic Intelligence and Dynamic Sight

On the plane of poetic intelligence the creation is by thought, the
Idea force is the inspiring Muse and the images are constructed
by the idea, they are mind-images; on the plane of dynamic
vision one creates by sight, by direct grasp either of the thing
in itself or of some living signi cant symbol or expressive body
of it. This dynamic sight is not the vision that comes by an
intense reconstruction of physical seeing or through a strong
vital experience; it is a kind of inner occult sight which sees the
things behind the veil, the forms that are more intimate and
expressive than any outward appearance. It is a very vivid sight
and the expression that comes with it is also extremely vivid and
living but with a sort of inner super-life. To be able to write at
will from this plane is suf ciently rare, but a poet habitually
writing from some other level may stumble into it from time
to time or it may come to him strongly and lift him up out of
his ordinary sight or intelligence. Coleridge had it with great
vividness at certain moments. Blake s poems are full of it, but it
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is not con ned to the poetry of the occult or of the supernormal,
this vision can take up outward and physical things, the sub-
stance of normal experience, and recreate them in the light of
something deep behind which makes their outward gure look
like mere symbols of some more intense reality within them. In
contemporary poetry there is an attempt at a more frequent or
habitual use of the dynamic vision, but the success is not always
commensurate with the energy of the endeavour. 9 July 1931

Poetic Eloguence

It [poetic eloquence] belongs usually to the poetic intelligence,
but, as in much of Milton, it can be lifted up by the touch of the
Higher Mind rhythm and largeness. 29 November 1936



Overhead Poetry

Higher Mind and Poetic Intelligence

I mean by the Higher Mind a rst plane of spiritual [conscious-
ness] where one becomes constantly and closely aware of the
Self, the One everywhere and knows and sees things habitually
with that awareness; but it is still very much on the mind-
level although highly spiritual in its essential substance; and
its instrumentation is through an elevated thought-power and
comprehensive mental sight not illumined by any of the in-
tenser upper lights but as if in a large strong and clear daylight.
It acts as an intermediate state between the Truth-Light above
and the human mind; communicating the higher knowledge in
a form that the Mind intensi ed, broadened, made spiritually
supple, can receive without being blinded or dazzled by a Truth
beyond it. The poetic intelligence is not at all part of that clari ed
spiritual seeing and thinking it is only a high activity of the
mind and its vision moving on the wings of imagination, but
still akin to the intellect proper, though exalted above it. The
Higher Mind is a spiritual plane, this does not answer to
that description. But the larger poetic intelligence like the larger
philosophic, though in a different cast of thinking, is nearer to
the Higher Mind than the ordinary intellect and can more easily
receive its in uence. When Milton starts his poem

Of Mans rst disobedience and the fruit
Of that forbidden tree

he is evidently writing from the poetic intelligence. There is
nothing of the Higher Mind knowledge or vision either in the
style or the substance. But there is often a largeness of rhythm
and sweep of language in Milton which has a certain distant kin-
ship to the manner natural to a higher supra-intellectual vision,



Overhead Poetry 21

and something from the substance of the planes of spiritual
seeing can come into this poetry whose medium is the poetic
intelligence and uplift it.

Milton is a classical poet and most classical poetry is funda-
mentally a poetry of the pure poetic intelligence. But there are
other in uences which can suffuse and modify the pure poetic
intelligence, making it perhaps less clear by limitation but more
vivid, colourful, vivid with various lights and hues; it becomes
less intellectual, more made of vision and a ame of insight.
Very often this comes by an in Itration of the veiled inner Mind
which is within us and has its own wider and deeper elds and
subtler movements, and can bring also the tinge of a higher
af atus to the poetic intelligence, sometimes a direct uplifting
towards what is beyond it. It must be understood however that
the greatness of poetry as poetry does not necessarily or always
depend on the level from which it is written. Shelley has more
access to the inner Mind and through it to greater things than
Milton, but he is not the greater poet. 19 October 1936

Higher Mind and Inner Mind

When | say that the inner Mind can get the tinge or re ection of
the higher experience I am not speaking here of the descent
in Yoga by which the higher realisation can come down into
the inferior planes and enlighten or transform them. | mean that
the Higher Mind is itself a spiritual plane and one who lives
in it has naturally and normally the realisation of the Self, the
unity and harmony everywhere, and a vision and activity of
knowledge that proceeds from this consciousness but the inner
Mind has not that naturally and in its own right, yet can open to
its in uence more easily than the outer intelligence. All the same
between the re ected realisation in the mind and the automatic
and authentic realisation in the spiritual mental planes there is
a wide difference.

... There is also a plane of dynamic Vision which is a part
of the inner Mind and perhaps should be called not a plane but a
province. There are many kinds of vision in the inner Mind and
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not this dynamic vision alone. So to x invariable characteristics
for the poetry of the inner Mind is not easy or even possible;
it is a thing to be felt rather than mentally de nable. A certain
spontaneous intensity of vision is usually there, but that large or
rich sweep or power which belongs to the illumined Mind is not
part of its character. Moreover it is subtle and ne and has not
the wideness which is the characteristic of the planes that rise
towards the vast universality of the Overmind level.

... That is why the lower planes cannot express the Spirit
with its full and native voice as the higher planes do  unless
something comes down into them from the higher and overrides
their limitations for the moment. October 1936

Poetic Intelligence and Illumined Mind

Certainly, if you want to achieve a greater poetry, more unique,
you will yourself have to change, to alter the poise of your
consciousness. At present you write, as you do other things, too
much with the brain, the mere human intelligence. To get back
from the surface vital into the psychic and psychic vital, to raise
the level of your mental from the intellect to the illumined mind
is your need both in poetry and in Yoga. | have told you already
that your best poetry comes from the illumined mind, but as a
rule it either comes from there with too much of the transcription
diminished in its passage through the intellect or else is generated
only in the creative poetic intelligence. But so many poets have
written from that intelligence. On the other hand if you could
always write direct from the illumined mind nding not only
the substance, as you often do, but the rhythm and language,
that indeed would be a poetry exquisite, original and unique.
The intellect produces the idea, even the poetic idea, too much
for the sake of the idea alone; coming from the illumined mind
the idea in a form of light and music is itself but the shining
body of the Light Divine.

On the other hand to cease writing altogether might be a
doubtful remedy. By your writing here you have at least got rid of
most of your former defects, and reached a stage of preparation
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in which you may reasonably hope for a greater development
hereafter. | myself have more than once abstained for some time
from writing because | did not wish to produce anything except
as an expression from a higher plane of consciousness, but to
do that you must be sure of your poetic gift, that it will not rust
by too long a disuse. 4 September 1931

Poetry of the Illumined Mind
and of the Intuition

The poetry of the illumined mind is usually full of a play of lights
and colours, brilliant and striking in phrase, for illumination
makes the Truth vivid it acts usually by a luminous rush. The
poetry of the Intuition may have play of colour and bright lights,
but it does not depend on them it may be quite bare; it tells
by a sort of close intimacy with the Truth, an inward expression
of it. The illumined mind sometimes gets rid of its trappings, but
even then it always keeps a sort of lustrousness of robe which is
its characteristic. 1934

Overmind Touch

What super-excellence?* As poetry? When | say that a line comes
from a higher or overhead plane or has the Overmind touch, |
do not mean that it is superior in pure poetic excellence to others
from lower planes that Amals lines outshine Shakespeare or
Homer for instance. | simply mean that it has some vision, light,
etc. from up there and the character of its expression and rhythm
are from there.

You do not appreciate probably because you catch only
the surface mental meaning. The [ rst] line is very ne from
the technical point of view, the distribution of consonantal and

1 sri Aurobindo was asked: You said that these two lines of Amal s poem:
Flickering no longer with the cry of clay,
The distance-haunted re of mystic mind

have an Overmind touch. . . . Can you show me where their super-excellence lies?
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vowel sounds being perfect. That however is possible on any
level of inspiration.

These [assonance, etc.] are technical elements, the Over-
mind touch does not consist in that, but in the undertones or
overtones of the rhythmic cry and a language which carries in
it a great depth or height or width of spiritual truth or spiritual
vision, feeling or experience. But all that has to be felt, it is
not analysable. If | say that the second line is a magni cent
expression of an inner reality most intimate and powerful and
the rstline, with its conception of the reonce ickering with
the cry of clay, but now no longer, is admirably revelatory
you would probably reply that it does not convey anything of the
kind to you. That is why | do not usually speak of these things in
themselves or in their relation to poetry  only with Amal who
is trying to get his inspiration into touch with these planes. Either
one must have the experience e.g., here one must have lived
in or glimpsed the mystic mind, felt its re, been aware of the
distances that haunt it, heard the cry of clay mixing with it and
the consequent unsteady ickering of its ames and the release
into the straight upward burning and so known that this is not
mere romantic rhetoric, not mere images or metaphors express-
ing something imaginative but unreal (that is how many would
take it perhaps) but facts and realities of the self, actual and
concrete, or else there must be a conspiracy between the solar
plexus and the thousand-petalled lotus which makes one feel,
if not know, the suggestion of these things through the words
and rhythm. As for technique, there is a technique of this higher
poetry but it is not analysable and teachable. If for instance Amal
had written No longer ickering with the cry of clay , it would
no longer have been the same thing though the words and mental
meaning would be just as before  for the overtone, the rhythm
would have been lost in the ordinary staccato clipped movement
and with the overtone the rhythmic signi cance. It would not
have given the suggestion of space and wideness full with the cry
and the icker, the intense impact of that cry and the agitation
of the re which is heard through the line as it is. But to realise
that one must have the inner sight and inner ear for these things;
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one must be able to hear the sound-meaning, feel the sound-
spaces with their vibrations. Again if he had written Quivering
no longer with the touch on clay , it would have been a good
line, but meant much less and something quite different to the
inner experience, though to the mind it would have been only
the same thing expressed in a different image not so to the
solar plexus and the thousand-petalled lotus. 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. You may say that it must be
so in all poetry; but in ordinary poetry the mind can play about,
chop and change, use one image or another, put this word here
or that word there if the sense is much the same and has a
poetical value, the mind does not feel that all is lost unless it is
very sensitive and much in uenced by the solar plexus. In the
overhead poetry these things are quite imperative, it is all or
nothing or at least all or a fall. 8 May 1937

*

Rhythms may come from the same source and yet be entirely
dissimilar. It would be a very bad job if the overmind touch
made all rhythms similar. 14 February 1934

Overmind Rhythm and Inspiration

In the lines you quote from Wordsworth? the overmind move-
ment is not there in the rst three lines; in the last line there
is something of the touch, not direct but through some high
intuitive consciousness and, because it is not direct, the fully
characteristic rhythm is absent or defective. The poetic value
or perfection of a line, passage or poem does not depend on
the plane from which it comes; it depends on the purity and
authenticity and power with which it transcribes an intense

2 The cataracts blow their trumpets from the steep;
No more shall grief of mine the season wrong;
| hear the Echoes through the mountains throng,
The Winds come to me from the elds of sleep,
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vision and inspiration from whatever source. Shakespeare is
a poet of the vital inspiration, Homer of the subtle physical,
but there are no greater poets in any literature. No doubt,
if one could get a continuous inspiration from the overmind,
that would mean a greater, sustained height of perfection and
spiritual quality in poetry than has yet been achieved; but
it is only in short passages and lines that even a touch of it is
attainable. One gets nearer the overmind rhythm and inspiration
in another line of Wordsworth

amind. ..
Voyaging through strange seas of Thought, alone

or in a line like Milton s
Those thoughts that wander through eternity.

One has the sense here of a rhythm which does not begin or
end with the line, but has for ever been sounding in the eternal
planes and began even in Time ages ago and which returns into
the in nite to go sounding on for ages after. 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 , srotrasya
srotram. To a certain extent, that is what all great poetry at
its highest tries to have, but it is only the overmind rhythm to
which it is altogether native and in which it is not only behind
the word-rhythm but gets into the word-movement itself and
nds a kind of fully supporting body there.

P.S. Lines from the highest intuitive mind-consciousness, as well
as those from the overmind, can have a mantric character the
rhythm too may have a certain kinship with mantric rhythm,
but it may not be the thing itself, only the nearest step towards
it. 10 July 1931

The Mantra

The mantra as | have tried to describe it in The Future Poetry
is a word of power and light that comes from the Overmind
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inspiration or from some very high plane of Intuition. Its char-
acteristics are a language that conveys in nitely more than the
mere surface sense of the words seems to indicate, a rhythm
that means even more than the language and is born out of the
In nite and disappears into it, and the power to convey not
merely the mental, vital or physical contents or indications or
values of the thing uttered, but its signi canceand gurein some
fundamental and original consciousness which is behind all these
and greater. The passages you mention from the Upanishad and
the Gita have certainly the Overmind accent. But ordinarily the
Overmind inspiration does not come out pure in human poetry

it has to come down to an inferior consciousness and touch
it or else to lift it by a seizure and surprise from above into
some in nite largeness. There is always a mixture of the two
elements, not an absolute transformation though the higher may
sometimes dominate. You must remember that the Overmind is
a superhuman consciousness and to be able to write always or
purely from an overmind inspiration would mean the elevation
of at least a part of the nature beyond the human level.

But how then do you expect a supramental inspiration to
come down here when the Overmind itself is so rarely in human
reach? That is always the error of the impatient aspirant, to think
he can get the Supermind without going through the intervening
stages or to imagine that he has got it when in fact he has only
got something from the illumined or intuitive or at the highest
some kind of mixed overmind consciousness. 22 June 1931

The Overmind and Aesthetics

Obviously, the Overmind and aesthetics cannot be equated to-
gether. Aesthetics is concerned mainly with beauty, but more
generally with rasa, the response of the mind, the vital feeling
and the sense to a certain taste in things which often may be
but is not necessarily a spiritual feeling. Aesthetics belongs to
the mental range and all that depends upon it; it may degenerate
into aestheticism or may exaggerate or narrow itself into some
version of the theory of Art for Arts sake . The Overmind is
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essentially a spiritual power. Mind in it surpasses its ordinary
self and rises and takes its stand on a spiritual foundation. It
embraces beauty and sublimates it; it has an essential aesthesis
which is not limited by rules and canons; it sees a universal and
an eternal beauty while it takes up and transforms all that is
limited and particular. It is besides concerned with things other
than beauty or aesthetics. It is concerned especially with truth
and knowledge or rather with a wisdom that exceeds what we
call knowledge; its truth goes beyond truth of fact and truth
of thought, even the higher thought which is the rst spiritual
range of the thinker. It has the truth of spiritual thought, spiritual
feeling, spiritual sense and at its highest the truth that comes
by the most intimate spiritual touch or by identity. Ultimately,
truth and beauty come together and coincide, but in between
there is a difference. Overmind in all its dealings puts truth rst;
it brings out the essential truth (and truths) in things and also its
in nite possibilities; it brings out even the truth that lies behind
falsehood and error; it brings out the truth of the Inconscient
and the truth of the Superconscient and all that lies in between.
When it speaks through poetry, this remains its rst essential
quality; a limited aesthetical artistic aim is not its purpose. It
can take up and uplift any or every style or at least put some
stamp of itself upon it. More or less all that we have called
overhead poetry has something of this character whether it be
from the Overmind or simply intuitive, illumined or strong with
the strength of the higher revealing Thought; even when it is not
intrinsically overhead poetry, still some touch can come in. Even
overhead poetry itself does not always deal in what is new or
striking or strange; it can take up the obvious, the common, the
bare and even the bald, the old, even that which without it would
seem stale and hackneyed and raise it to greatness. Take the lines:

I spoke as one who ne er would speak again
And as a dying man to dying men.

The writer is not a poet, not even a conspicuously talented ver-
si_er. The statement of the thought is bare and direct and the
rhetorical device used is of the simplest, but the overhead touch
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somehow got in through a passionate emotion and sincerity and
is unmistakable. In all poetry a poetical aesthesis of some kind
there must be in the writer and the recipient; but aesthesis is
of many kinds and the ordinary kind is not suf cient for ap-
preciating the overhead element in poetry. A fundamental and
universal aesthesis is needed, something also more intense that
listens, sees and feels from deep within and answers to what
is far behind the surface. A greater, wider and deeper aesthesis
then which can answer even to the transcendent and feel too
whatever of the transcendent or spiritual enters into the things
of life, mind and sense.

The business of the critical intellect is to appreciate and
judge and here too it must judge; but it can judge and appreciate
rightly here only if it rst learns to see and sense inwardly and
interpret. But it is dangerous for it to lay down its own laws
or even laws and rules which it thinks it can deduce from some
observed practice of the overhead inspiration and use that to
wall in the inspiration; for it runs the risk of seeing the overhead
inspiration step across its wall and pass on leaving it bewil-
dered and at a loss. The mere critical intellect not touched by
a rarer sight can do little here. We can take an extreme case,
for in extreme cases certain incompatibilities come out more
clearly. What might be called the Johnsonian critical method
has obviously little or no place in this eld, the method which
expects a precise logical order in thoughts and language and
pecks at all that departs from a matter-of-fact or a strict and
rational ideative coherence or a sober and restrained classical
taste. Johnson himself is plainly out of his element when he
deals crudely with one of Grays delicate tri es and tramples
and ounders about in the poets basin of gold sh breaking it
with his heavy and vicious kicks. But also this method is useless
in dealing with any kind of romantic poetry. What would the
Johnsonian critic say to Shakespeare s famous lines

Or take up arms against a sea of troubles
And by opposing end them?

He would say, What a mixture of metaphors and jumble of
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ideas! Only a lunatic could take up arms against a sea! A sea of
troubles is a too fanciful metaphor and, in any case, one can tend
the sea by opposing it, it is more likely to end you. Shakespeare
knew very well what he was doing; he saw the mixture as well as
any critic could and he accepted it because it brought home, with
an inspired force which a neater language could not have had,
the exact feeling and idea that he wanted to bring out. Still more
scared would the Johnsonian be by any occult or mystic poetry.
The Veda, for instance, uses with what seems like a deliberate
recklessness the mixture, at least the association of disparate
images, of things not associated together in the material world
which in Shakespeare is only an occasional departure. What
would the Johnsonian make of this rk in the Veda: That splen-
dour of thee, O Fire, which is in heaven and in the earth and
in the plants and in the waters and by which thou hast spread
out the wide mid-air, is a vivid ocean of light which sees with
a divine seeing ? He would say, What is this nonsense? How
can there be a splendour of light in plants and in water and how
can an ocean of light see divinely or otherwise? Anyhow, what
meaning can there be in all this, it is a senseless mystical jargon.
But, apart from these extremes, the mere critical intellect is likely
to feel a distaste or an incomprehension with regard to mystical
poetry even if that poetry is quite coherent in its ideas and well-
appointed in its language. It is bound to stumble over all sorts
of things that are contrary to its reason and offensive to its taste:
association of contraries, excess or abruptness or crowding of
images, disregard of intellectual limitations in the thought, con-
cretisation of abstractions, the treating of things and forces as
if there were a consciousness and a personality in them and
a hundred other aberrations from the straight intellectual line.
It is not likely either to tolerate departures in technique which
disregard the canons of an established order. Fortunately here
the modernists with all their errors have broken old bounds and
the mystic poet may be more free to invent his own technique.
Here is an instance in point. You refer to certain things |
wrote and concessions | made when you were typing an earlier
draft of the rst books of Savitri. You instance my readiness
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to correct or do away with repetitions of words or clashes of
sound such as magni cent in one line and lucent in the
next. True, but | may observe that at that time | was passing
through a transition from the habits of an old inspiration and
technique to which | often deferred and the new inspiration that
had begun to come. | would still alter this clash because it was
a clash, but I would not as in the old days make a xed rule of
this avoidance. If lines like the following were to come to me
now,

His forehead was a dome magni cent,
And there gazed forth two orbs of lucent truth
That made the human air a world of light,

I would not reject them but accept magni cent and lucent
as entirely in their place. But this would not be an undiscrimi-
nating acceptance; for if it had run

His forehead was a wide magni cent dome
And there gazed forth two orbs of lucent truth

I would not be so ready to accept it, for the repetition of sound
here occurring in the same place in the line would lack the just
rhythmical balance. | have accepted in the present version of
Savitri several of the freedoms established by the modernists in-
cluding internal rhyme, exact assonance of syllable, irregularities
introduced into the iambic run of the metre and others which
would have been equally painful to an earlier taste. But | have
not taken this as a mechanical method or a mannerism, but only
where | thought it rhythmically justi ed; for all freedom must
have a truth in it and an order, either a rational or an instinctive
and intuitive order. 26 April 1946

The Overmind Aesthesis

Something more might need to be said in regard to the overhead
note in poetry and the overmind aesthesis; but these are exactly
the subjects on which it is dif cult to write with any precision
or satisfy the intellect s demand for clear and positive statement.
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I do not know that it is possible for me to say why | regard
one line or passage as having the overhead touch or the overhead
note while another misses it. When I said that in the lines about
the dying man the touch came in through some intense passion
and sincerity in the writer, | was simply mentioning the psycho-
logical door through which the thing came. | did not mean to
suggest that such passion and sincerity could of itself bring in
the touch or that they constituted the overhead note in the lines.
I am afraid | have to say what Arnold said about the grand
style; it has to be felt and cannot be explained or accounted
for. One has an intuitive feeling, a recognition of something
familiar to ones experience or ones deeper perception in the
substance and the rhythm or in one or the other which rings out
and cannot be gainsaid. One might put forward a theory or a
description of what the overhead character of the line consists
in, but it is doubtful whether any such mentally constructed
de nition could be always applicable. You speak, for instance,
of the sense of the In nite and the One which is pervasive in
the overhead planes; that need not be explicitly there in the
overhead poetic expression or in the substance of any given line:
it can be expressed indeed by overhead poetry as no other can
express it, but this poetry can deal with quite other things. |
would certainly say that Shakespeare s lines

Absent thee from felicity awhile,
And in this harsh world draw thy breath in pain

have the overhead touch in the substance, the rhythm and the
feeling; but Shakespeare is not giving us here the sense of the
One and the In nite. He is, as in the other lines of his which
have this note, dealing as he always does with life, with vital
emotions and reactions or the thoughts that spring out in the
life-mind under the pressure of life. It is not any strict adhesion
to a transcendental view of things that constitutes this kind of
poetry, but something behind not belonging to the mind or the
vital and physical consciousness and with that a certain quality
or power in the language and the rhythm which helps to bring
out that deeper something. If | had to select the line in European
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poetry which most suggests an almost direct descent from the
overmind consciousness there might come rst Virgil s line about
the touch of tears in mortal things :

sunt lacrimae rerum et mentem mortalia tangunt.
Another might be Shakespeare s

In the dark backward and abysm of time
or again Milton s

Those thoughts that wander through eternity.
We might also add Wordsworth s line

The Winds come to me from the elds of sleep.

There are others less ideative and more emotional or simply
descriptive which might be added, such as Marlowe s

Was this the face that launched a thousand ships,
And burnt the topless towers of Ilium?

If we could extract and describe the quality and the subtle some-
thing that mark the language and rhythm and feeling of these
lines and underlie their substance we might attain hazardously
to some mental understanding of the nature of overhead poetry.
The Overmind is not strictly a transcendental consciousness
that epithet would more accurately apply to the supramental
and to the Sachchidananda consciousness  though it looks up
to the transcendental and may receive something from it and
though it does transcend the ordinary human mind and in its
full and native self-power, when it does not lean down and
become part of mind, is superconscient to us. It is more prop-
erly a cosmic consciousness, even the very base of the cosmic
as we perceive, understand or feel it. It stands behind every
particular in the cosmos and is the source of all our mental, vital
or physical actualities and possibilities which are diminished
and degraded derivations and variations from it and have not,
except in certain formations and activities of genius and some in-
tense self-exceeding, anything of the native overmind quality and
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power. Nevertheless, because it stands behind as if covered by a
veil, something of it can break through or shine through or even
only dimly glimmer through and that brings the overmind touch
or note. We cannot get this touch frequently unless we have torn
the veil, made a gap in it or rent it largely away and seen the
very face of what is beyond, lived in the light of it or established
some kind of constant intercourse. Or we can draw upon it from
time to time without ever ascending into it if we have established
a line of communication between the higher and the ordinary
consciousness. What comes down may be very much diminished
but it has something of that. The ordinary reader of poetry who
has not that experience will usually not be able to distinguish
but would at the most feel that here is something extraordi-
narily ne, profound, sublime or unusual, or he might turn
away from it as something too high-pitched and excessive; he
might even speak depreciatingly of purple passages , rhetoric,
exaggeration or excess. One who had the line of communication
open, could on the other hand feel what is there and distinguish
even if he could not adequately characterise or describe it. The
essential character is perhaps that there is something behind of
which | have already spoken and which comes not primarily
from the mind or the vital emotion or the physical seeing but
from the cosmic self and its consciousness standing behind them
all and things then tend to be seen not as the mind or heart or
body sees them but as this greater consciousness feels or sees
or answers to them. In the direct overmind transmission this
something behind is usually forced to the front or close to the
front by a combination of words which carries the suggestion of
a deeper meaning or by the force of an image or, most of all, by
an intonation and a rhythm which carry up the depths in their
wide wash or long march or mounting surge. Sometimes it is
left lurking behind and only suggested so that a subtle feeling
of what is not actually expressed is needed if the reader is not
to miss it. This is oftenest the case when there is just a touch
or note pressed upon something that would be otherwise only
of a mental, vital or physical poetic value and nothing of the
body of the overhead power shows itself through the veil, but at
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most a tremor and vibration, a gleam or a glimpse. In the lines
I have chosen there is always an unusual quality in the rhythm,
as prominently in Virgil s line, often in the very building and
constantly in the intonation and the association of the sounds
which meet in the line and nd themselves linked together by a
sort of inevitable felicity. There is also an inspired selection or
an unusual bringing together of words which has the power to
force a deeper sense on the mind as in Virgil s

sunt lacrimae rerum.

One can note that this line if translated straight into English
would sound awkward and clumsy as would many of the nest
lines in Rig Veda; that is precisely because they are new and felic-
itous turns in the original language, discoveries of an unexpected
and absolute phrase; they defy translation. If you note the com-
bination of words and sounds in Shakespeare s line

And in this harsh world draw thy breath in pain

so arranged as to force on the mind and still more on the subtle
nerves and sense the utter absoluteness of the dif culty and
pain of living for the soul that has awakened to the misery of
the world, you can see how this technique works. Here and
elsewhere the very body and soul of the thing seen or felt come
out into the open. The same dominant characteristic can be
found in other lines which | have not cited, in Leopardis

| insano indegno mistero delle cose
The insane and ignoble mystery of things

or in Wordsworth s
Voyaging through strange seas of Thought, alone.

Milton s line lives by its choice of the word wander to collo-
cate with through eternity ; if he had chosen any other word,
it would no longer have been an overhead line, even if the sur-
face sense had been exactly the same. On the other hand, take
Shelley s stanza
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We look before and after,
And pine for what is not:
Our sincerest laughter
With some pain is fraught;
Our sweetest songs are those that tell of saddest thought.

This is perfect poetry with the most exquisite melody and beauty
of wording and an unsurpassable poignancy of pathos, but there
is no touch or note of the overhead inspiration: it is the mind
and the heart, the vital emotion, working at their highest pitch
under the stress of a psychic inspiration. The rhythm is of the
same character, a direct, straightforward, lucid and lucent move-
ment welling out limpidly straight from the psychic source. The
same characteristics are found in another short lyric of Shelley s
which is perhaps the purest example of the psychic inspiration
in English poetry:

I can give not what men call love,
But wilt thou accept not

The worship the heart lifts above
And the Heavens reject not,

The desire of the moth for the star,
Of the night for the morrow,

The devotion to something afar
From the sphere of our sorrow?

We have again extreme poetic beauty there, but nothing of the
overhead note.

In the other lines | have cited it is really the overmind lan-
guage and rhythm that have been to some extent transmitted; but
of course all overhead poetry is not from the Overmind, more
often it comes from the higher thought, the illumined mind or
the pure intuition. This last is different from the mental intuition
which is frequent enough in poetry that does not transcend the
mental level. The language and rhythm from these other over-
head levels can be very different from that which is proper to
the Overmind; for the Overmind thinks in a mass; its thought,
feeling, vision is high or deep or wide or all these things together:
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to use the Vedic expression about re, the divine messenger, it
goes vast on its way to bring the divine riches, and it has a
corresponding language and rhythm. The higher thought has
a strong tread often with bare unsandalled feet and moves in
a clear-cut light: a divine power, measure, dignity is its most
frequent character. The out ow of the illumined mind comes
in a ood brilliant with revealing words or a light of crowding
images, sometimes surcharged with its burden of revelations,
sometimes with a luminous sweep. The intuition is usually a
lightning ash showing up a single spot or plot of ground or
scene with an entire and miraculous completeness of vision to
the surprised ecstasy of the inner eye; its rhythm has a decisive
inevitable sound which leaves nothing essential unheard, but
very commonly is embodied in a single stroke. These however
are only general or dominant characters; any number of varia-
tions is possible. There are besides mingled inspirations, several
levels meeting and combining or modifying each other s notes,
and an overmind transmission can contain or bring with it all
the rest, but how much of this description will be to the ordinary
reader of poetry at all intelligible or clearly identi able?

There are besides in mental poetry derivations or substitutes
for all these styles. Miltons grand style is such a substitute
for the manner of the Higher Thought. Take it anywhere at its
ordinary level or in its higher elevation, there is always or almost
always that echo there:

Of mans rst disobedience, and the fruit
Of that forbidden tree

or
On evil days though fallen, and evil tongues
or

Blind Thamyris, and blind Maeonides,
And Tiresias, and Phineus, prophets old.

Shakespeare s poetry coruscates with a play of the hues of imag-
ination which we may regard as a mental substitute for the
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inspiration of the illumined mind and sometimes by aiming at
an exalted note he links on to the illumined overhead inspiration
itself as in the lines | have more than once quoted:

Wilt thou upon the high and giddy mast
Seal up the ship-boy s eyes and rock his brains
In cradle of the rude imperious surge.

But the rest of that passage falls away in spite of its high-pitched
language and resonant rhythm far below the overhead strain.
So it is easy for the mind to mistake and take the higher for
the lower inspiration or vice versa. Thus Miltons lines might
at rst sight be taken because of a certain depth of emotion in
their large lingering rhythm as having the overhead complexion,
but this rhythm loses something of its sovereign right because
there are no depths of sense behind it. It conveys nothing but
the noble and digni ed pathos of the blindness and old age of
a great personality fallen into evil days. Milton s architecture of
thought and verse is high and powerful and massive, but there
are usually no subtle echoes there, no deep chambers: the occult
things in mans being are foreign to his intelligence, for it is
in the light of the poetic intelligence that he works. He does not
stray into the mystic cavern of the heart , does not follow the
inner re entering like a thief with the Cow of Light into the
secrecy of secrecies. Shakespeare does sometimes get in as if by
a splendid psychic accident in spite of his preoccupation with
the colours and shows of life.

I do not know therefore whether | can speak with any cer-
tainty about the lines you quote; | would perhaps have to read
them in their context rst, but it seems to me that there is just
a touch, as in the lines about the dying man. The thing that is
described there may have happened often enough in times like
those of the recent wars and upheavals and in times of violent
strife and persecution and catastrophe, but the greatness of the
experience does not come out or not wholly, because men feel
with the mind and heart and not with the soul; but here there
is by some accident of wording and rhythm a suggestion of
something behind, of the greatness of the soul s experience and
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its courageous acceptance of the tragic, the nal, the fatal and
its resistance; it is only just a suggestion, but it is enough: the
Overhead has touched and passed back to its heights. There is
something very different but of the same essential calibre in the
line you quote:

While sad eyes watch for feet that never come.

It is still more dif cult to say anything very tangible about the
overmind aesthesis. When | wrote about it | was thinking of
the static aesthesis that perceives and receives rather than of the
dynamic aesthesis which creates; | was not thinking at all of
superior or inferior grades of poetic greatness or beauty. If the
complete Overmind power or even that of the lower overhead
plane could come down into the mind and entirely transform its
action, then no doubt there might be greater poetry written than
any that man has yet achieved, just as a greater superhuman life
might be created if the supermind could come down wholly into
life and lift life wholly into itself and transform it. But what
happens at present is that something comes down and accepts
to work under the law of the mind and with a mixture of the
mind and it must be judged by the laws and standards of the
mind. It brings in new tones, new colours, new elements, but it
does not change radically as yet the stuff of the consciousness
with which we labour.

Whether it produces great poetry or not depends on the
extent to which it manifests its power and overrides rather than
serves the mentality which it is helping. At present it does not
do that suf ciently to raise the work to the full greatness of the
worker.

And then what do you mean exactly by greatness in poetry?
One can say that Virgil is greater than Catullus and that many
of Virgil s lines are greater than anything Catullus ever achieved.
But poetical perfection is not the same thing as poetical great-
ness. Virgil is perfect at his best, but Catullus too is perfect at his
best: even, each has a certain exquisiteness of perfection, each
in his own kind. Virgil s kind is large and deep, that of Catullus
sweet and intense. Virgil s art reached or had from its beginning
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a greater and more constant ripeness than that of Catullus. We
can say then that Virgil was a greater poet and artist of word
and rhythm but we cannot say that his poetry, at his best, was
more perfect poetry and that of Catullus less perfect. That ren-
ders futile many of the attempts at comparison like Arnolds
comparison of Wordsworth s Skylark with Shelley s. You may
say that Milton was a greater poet than Blake, but there can
always be people, not aesthetically insensitive, who would pre-
fer Blake s lyrical work to Miltons grander achievement, and
there are certainly things in Blake which touch deeper chords
than the massive hand of Milton could ever reach. So all poetic
superiority is not summed up in the word greatness. Each kind
has its own best which escapes from comparison and stands
apart in its own value.

Let us then leave for the present the question of poetic
greatness or superiority aside and come back to the overmind
aesthesis. By aesthesis is meant a reaction of the consciousness,
mental and vital and even bodily, which receives a certain ele-
ment in things, something that can be called their taste, Rasa,
which passing through the mind or sense or both, awakes a
vital enjoyment of the taste, Bhoga, and this can again awaken
us, awaken even the soul in us to something yet deeper and
more fundamental than mere pleasure and enjoyment, to some
form of the spirits delight of existence, Ananda. Poetry, like all
art, serves the seeking for these things, this aesthesis, this Rasa,
Bhoga, Ananda; it brings us a Rasa of word and sound but also
of the idea and, through the idea, of the things expressed by the
word and sound and thought, a mental or vital or sometimes
the spiritual image of their form, quality, impact upon us or
even, if the poet is strong enough, of their world-essence, their
cosmic reality, the very soul of them, the spirit that resides in
them as it resides in all things. Poetry may do more than this,
but this at least it must do to however small an extent or it is
not poetry. Aesthesis therefore is of the very essence of poetry,
as it is of all art. But it is not the sole element and aesthesis
too is not con ned to a reception of poetry and art; it extends
to everything in the world: there is nothing we can sense, think
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or in any way experience to which there cannot be an aesthetic
reaction of our conscious being. Ordinarily, we suppose that
aesthesis is concerned with beauty, and that indeed is its most
prominent concern: but it is concerned with many other things
also. It is the universal Ananda that is the parent of aesthesis
and the universal Ananda takes three major and original forms,
beauty, love and delight, the delight of all existence, the delight in
things, in all things. Universal Ananda is the artist and creator
of the universe witnessing, experiencing and taking joy in its
creation. In the lower consciousness it creates its opposites, the
sense of ugliness as well as the sense of beauty, hate and repulsion
and dislike as well as love and attraction and liking, grief and
pain as well as joy and delight; and between these dualities or as
a grey tint in the background there is a general tone of neutrality
and indifference born from the universal insensibility into which
the Ananda sinks in its dark negation in the Inconscient. All this
is the sphere of aesthesis, its dullest reaction is indifference,
its highest is ecstasy. Ecstasy is a sign of a return towards the
original or supreme Ananda: that art or poetry is supreme which
can bring us something of the supreme tone of ecstasy. For as
the consciousness sinks from the supreme levels through vari-
ous degrees towards the Inconscience the general sign of this
descent is an always diminishing power of its intensity, intensity
of being, intensity of consciousness, intensity of force, intensity
of the delight in things and the delight of existence. So too as
we ascend towards the supreme level these intensities increase.
As we climb beyond Mind, higher and wider values replace
the values of our limited mind, life and bodily consciousness.
Aesthesis shares in this intensi cation of capacity. The capacity
for pleasure and pain, for liking and disliking is comparatively
poor on the level of our mind and life; our capacity for ecstasy
is brief and limited; these tones arise from a general ground of
neutrality which is always dragging them back towards itself. As
it enters the overhead planes the ordinary aesthesis turns into a
pure delight and becomes capable of a high, a large or a deep
abiding ecstasy. The ground is no longer a general neutrality,
but a pure spiritual ease and happiness upon which the special
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tones of the aesthetic consciousness come out or from which
they arise. This is the rst fundamental change.

Another change in this transition is a turn towards univer-
sality in place of the isolations, the con icting generalities, the
mutually opposing dualities of the lower consciousness. In the
Overmind we have a rst rm foundation of the experience of
a universal beauty, a universal love, a universal delight. These
things can come on the mental and vital plane even before those
planes are directly touched or in uenced by the spiritual con-
sciousness; but they are there a temporary experience and not
permanent or they are limited in their eld and do not touch the
whole being. They are a glimpse and not a change of vision or a
change of nature. The artist for instance can look at things only
plain or shabby or ugly or even repulsive to the ordinary sense
and see in them and bring out of them beauty and the delight
that goes with beauty. But this is a sort of special grace for the
artistic consciousness and is limited within the eld of his art. In
the overhead consciousness, especially in the Overmind, these
things become more and more the law of the vision and the
law of the nature. Wherever the overmind spiritual man turns
he sees a universal beauty touching and uplifting all things,
expressing itself through them, moulding them into a eld or
objects of its divine aesthesis; a universal love goes out from
him to all beings; he feels the Bliss which has created the worlds
and upholds them and all that is expresses to him the universal
delight, is made of it, is a manifestation of it and moulded into
its image. This universal aesthesis of beauty and delight does
not ignore or fail to understand the differences and oppositions,
the gradations, the harmony and disharmony obvious to the
ordinary consciousness: but, rst of all, it draws a Rasa from
them and with that comes the enjoyment, Bhoga, and the touch
or the mass of the Ananda. It sees that all things have their
meaning, their value, their deeper or total signi cance which the
mind does not see, for the mind is only concerned with a surface
vision, surface contacts and its own surface reactions. When
something expresses perfectly what it was meant to express,
the completeness brings with it a sense of harmony, a sense of
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artistic perfection; it gives even to what is discordant a place in
a system of cosmic concordances and the discords become part
of a vast harmony, and wherever there is harmony, there is a
sense of beauty. Even in form itself, apart from the signi cance,
the overmind consciousness sees the object with a totality which
changes its effect on the percipient even while it remains the
same thing. It sees lines and masses and an underlying design
which the physical eye does not see and which escapes even the
keenest mental vision. Every form becomes beautiful to it in a
deeper and larger sense of beauty than that commonly known
to us. The Overmind looks also straight at and into the soul of
each thing and not only at its form or its signi cance to the mind
or to the life; this brings to it not only the true truth of the thing
but the delight of it. It sees also the one spirit in all, the face
of the Divine everywhere and there can be no greater Ananda
than that; it feels oneness with all, sympathy, love, the bliss of
the Brahman. In a highest, a most integral experience it sees all
things as if made of existence, consciousness, power, bliss, every
atom of them charged with and constituted of Sachchidananda.
In all this the overmind aesthesis takes its share and gives its
response; for these things come not merely as an idea in the
mind or a truth-seeing but as an experience of the whole being
and a total response is not only possible but above a certain level
imperative.

I have said that aesthesis responds not only to what we call
beauty and beautiful things but to all things. We make a dis-
tinction between truth and beauty; but there can be an aesthetic
response to truth also, a joy in its beauty, a love created by its
charm, a rapture in the nding, a passion in the embrace, an
aesthetic joy in its expression, a satisfaction of love in the giving
of it to others. Truth is not merely a dry statement of facts or
ideas to or by the intellect; it can be a splendid discovery, a
rapturous revelation, a thing of beauty that is a joy for ever. The
poet also can be a seeker and lover of truth as well as a seeker
and lover of beauty. He can feel a poetic and aesthetic joy in
the expression of the true as well as in the expression of the
beautiful. He does not make a mere intellectual or philosophical
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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 in word and rhythm. If he has the passion,
then even a philosophical statement of it he can surcharge with
this sense of power, force, light, beauty. On certain levels of
the Overmind, where the mind element predominates over the
element of gnosis, the distinction between truth and beauty is
still valid. It is indeed one of the chief functions of the Overmind
to separate the main powers of the consciousness and give to
each its full separate development and satisfaction, bring out its
utmost potency and meaning, its own soul and signi cant body
and take it on its own way as far as it can go. It can take up
each power of man and give it its full potentiality, its highest
characteristic development. It can give to intellect its austerest
intellectuality and to logic its most sheer unsparing logicality. It
can give to beauty its most splendid passion of luminous form
and the consciousness that receives it a supreme height and depth
of ecstasy. It can create a sheer and pure poetry impossible for
the intellect to sound to its depths or wholly grasp, much less to
mentalise and analyse. It is the function of Overmind to give to
every possibility its full potential, its own separate kingdom. But
also there is another action of Overmind which sees and thinks
and creates in masses, which reunites separated things, which
reconciles opposites. On that level truth and beauty not only
become constant companions but become one, involved in each
other, inseparable: on that level the true is always beautiful and
the beautiful is always true. Their highest fusion perhaps only
takes place in the Supermind; but Overmind on its summits
draws enough of the supramental light to see what the Super-
mind sees and do what the Supermind does though in a lower
key and with a less absolute truth and power. On an inferior
level Overmind may use the language of the intellect to con-
vey as far as that language can do it its own greater meaning
and message but on its summits Overmind uses its own native
language and gives to its truths their own supreme utterance,
and no intellectual speech, no mentalised poetry can equal or
even come near to that power and beauty. Here your intellectual
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dictum that poetry lives by its aesthetic quality alone and has
no need of truth or that truth must depend upon aesthetics
to become poetic at all, has no longer any meaning. For there
truth itself is highest poetry and has only to appear to be utterly
beautiful to the vision, the hearing, the sensibility of the soul.
There dwells and from there springs the mystery of the inevitable
word, the supreme immortal rhythm, the absolute signi cance
and the absolute utterance.

I hope you do not feel crushed under this avalanche of meta-
physical psychology; you have called it upon yourself by your
questioning about the Overminds greater, larger and deeper
aesthesis. What | have written is indeed very scanty and sketchy,
only some of the few essential things that have to be said; but
without it | could not try to give you any glimpse of the mean-
ing of my phrase. This greater aesthesis is inseparable from the
greater truth, it is deeper because of the depth of that truth,
larger by all its immense largeness. | do not expect the reader of
poetry to come anywhere near to all that, he could not without
being a Yogi or at least a sadhak: but just as the overhead poetry
brings some touch of a deeper power of vision and creation into
the mind without belonging itself wholly to the higher reaches,
so also the full appreciation of all its burden needs at least some
touch of a deeper response of the mind and some touch of a
deeper aesthesis. Until that becomes general the Overhead or at
least the Overmind is not going to do more than to touch here
and there as it did in the past, a few lines, a few passages, or
perhaps as things advance, a little more, nor is it likely to pour
into our utterance its own complete power and absolute value.

I have said that overhead poetry is not necessarily greater
or more perfect than any other kind of poetry. But perhaps a
subtle quali cation may be made to this statement. It is true
that each kind of poetical writing can reach a highest or perfect
perfection in its own line and in its own quality and what can
be more perfect than a perfect perfection or can we say that
one kind of absolute perfection is greater than another kind?
What can be more absolute than the absolute? But then what do
we mean by the perfection of poetry? There is the perfection of
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the language and there is the perfection of the word-music and
the rhythm, beauty of speech and beauty of sound, but there is
also the quality of the thing said which counts for something.
If we consider only word and sound and what in themselves
they evoke, we arrive at the application of the theory of art
for arts sake to poetry. On that ground we might say that a
lyric of Anacreon is as good poetry and as perfect poetry as
anything in Aeschylus or Sophocles or Homer. The question of
the elevation or depth or intrinsic beauty of the thing said cannot
then enter into our consideration of poetry; and yet it does enter,
with most of us at any rate, and is part of the aesthetic reaction
even in the most aesthetic of critics and readers. From this
point of view the elevation from which the inspiration comes
may after all matter, provided the one who receives it is a t
and powerful instrument; for a great poet will do more with
a lower level of the origin of inspiration than a smaller poet
can do even when helped from the highest sources. In a certain
sense all genius comes from Overhead; for genius is the entry or
inrush of a greater consciousness into the mind or a possession
of the mind by a greater power. Every operation of genius has
at its back or infused within it an intuition, a revelation, an
inspiration, an illumination or at the least a hint or touch or
in ux from some greater power or level of conscious being than
those which men ordinarily possess or use. But this power has
two ways of acting: in one it touches the ordinary modes of
mind and deepens, heightens, intensi es or exquisitely re nes
their action but without changing its modes or transforming its
normal character; in the other it brings down into these normal
modes something of itself, something supernormal, something
which one at once feels to be extraordinary and suggestive of a
superhuman level. These two ways of action when working in
poetry may produce things equally exquisite and beautiful, but
the word greater may perhaps be applied, with the necessary
quali cations, to the second way and its too rare poetic creation.

The great bulk of the highest poetry belongs to the rst of
these two orders. In the second order there are again two or
perhaps three levels; sometimes a felicitous turn or an unusual
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force of language or a deeper note of feeling brings in the over-
head touch. More often it is the power of the rhythm that lifts
up language that is simple and common or a feeling or idea
that has often been expressed and awakes something which is
not ordinarily there. If one listens with the mind only or from
the vital centre only, one may have a wondering admiration for
the skill and beauty of woven word and sound or be struck by
the happy way or the power with which the feeling or idea is
expressed. But there is something more in it than that; it is this
that a deeper, more inward strand of the consciousness has seen
and is speaking, and if we listen more profoundly we can get
something more than the admiration and delight of the mind or
Housman s thrill of the solar plexus. We can feel perhaps the
Spirit of the universe lending its own depth to our mortal speech
or listening from behind to some expression of itself, listening
perhaps to its memories of

old, unhappy, far-off things,
And battles long ago

or feeling and hearing, it may be said, the vast oceanic stillness
and the cry of the cuckoo

Breaking the silence of the seas
Among the farthest Hebrides

or it may enter again into Vyasa s

A void and dreadful forest ringing with the crickets cry
VVanam pratibhayam séinyam jhillikdgananéditam.

or remember its call to the soul of man,

Anityam asukham lokam imam prépya bhajasva mém
Thou who hast come to this transient and unhappy world,
love and worship Me.

There is a second level on which the poetry draws into itself
a fuller language of intuitive inspiration, illumination or the
higher thinking and feeling. A very rich or great poetry may then
emerge and many of the most powerful passages in Shakespeare,
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Virgil or Lucretius or the Mahabharata and Ramayana, not to
speak of the Gita, the Upanishads or the Rig Veda, have this
inspiration. It is a poetry thick inlaid with patines of bright
gold or welling up in a stream of passion, beauty and force.
But sometimes there comes down a supreme voice, the overmind
voice and the overmind music and it is to be observed that the
lines and passages where that happens rank among the greatest
and most admired in all poetic literature. It would be therefore
too much to say that the overhead inspiration cannot bring in
a greatness into poetry which could surpass the other levels of
inspiration, greater even from the purely aesthetic point of view
and certainly greater in the power of its substance.

A conscious attempt to write overhead poetry with a mind
aware of the planes from which this inspiration comes and seek-
ing always to ascend to those levels or bring down something
from them, would probably result in a partial success; at its
lowest it might attain to what | have called the rst order, ordi-
narily it would achieve the two lower levels of the second order
and in its supreme moments it might in lines and in sustained
passages achieve the supreme level, something of the highest
summit of its potency. But its greatest work will be to express
adequately and constantly what is now only occasionally and
inadequately some kind of utterance of the things above, the
things beyond, the things behind the apparent world and its
external or super cial happenings and phenomena. It would not
only bring in the occult in its larger and deeper ranges but the
truths of the spiritual heights, the spiritual depths, the spiritual
intimacies and vastnesses as also the truths of the inner mind, the
inner life, an inner or subtle physical beauty and reality. It would
bring in the concreteness, the authentic image, the inmost soul of
identity and the heart of meaning of these things, so that it could
never lack in beauty. If this could be achieved by one possessed,
if not of a supreme, still of a suf ciently high and wide poetic
genius, something new could be added to the domain of poetry
and there would be no danger of the power of poetry beginning
to fade, to fall into decadence, to fail us. It might even enter into
the domain of the in nite and inexhaustible, catch some word of
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the Ineffable, show us revealing images which bring us near to
the Reality that is secret in us and in all, of which the Upanishad
speaks,

Anejad ekam manaso javiyo nainad devd &pnuvan péirvam
arsat. . . .
Tad ejati tan naijati tad dtire tad u antike.

The One unmoving is swifter than thought, the gods cannot
overtake It, for It travels ever in front; It moves and It moves
not, It is far away from us and It is very close.

The gods of the overhead planes can do much to bridge that
distance and to bring out that closeness, even if they cannot al-
together overtake the Reality that exceeds and transcends them.

29 July 1946



Examples of Overhead Poetry

Examples from Various Poets
Evaluations of 1932 1935

Does Wordsworth s ode on immortality contain any trace,
however vague, of the Overmind inspiration?

| don t remember, but | think not.

And what about the rhythm and substance of

solitary thinkings; such as dodge
Conception to the very bourne of heaven.

No. The substance may be overmind, but the rhythm is ordinary
and the expression intellectual and imaginative.
and of

I come, O Sea,
To measure my enormous self with thee.

No; the poem To the Sea was produced by a collaboration of
the dynamic poetic intelligence with the higher vital urge.
April 1932

*

I shall be obliged if you will indicate the origin of the few
examples below only the rst of which is from my own
work.

Plumbless inaudible waves of shining sleep.
Illumined mind.

The diamond dimness of the doméd air.

Illumined mind.
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Withdrawn in a lost attitude of prayer.
Intuition.

This patter of time s marring steps across the solitude
Of Truth s abidingness, self-blissful and alone.

Illumined mind with an intuitive element and strong overmind
touch.

Million d oiseaux d or, o future Vigueur!
IHlumined mind.
Rapt above earth by power of one fair face.

Dif cult to say. More of higher mind perhaps than anything else
but something of illumination and intuition also.

Measuring vast pain with his immortal mind.
Don t know.

Piercing the limitless unknowable,
Breaking the vacancy and voiceless peace.

Dont know the substance is overmental, but for the rest |
cannot judge. 2 March 1934

*

From what plane do these lines by Vaughan come?

I see them walking in an air of glory,
Whose light doth trample on my days:
My days, which are at best but dull and hoary,
Mere glimmering and decays.

| thought they were from the illumined mind.
It is a mixture. Something of the illumined mind, something

of the poetic intelligence diluting it and preventing the full
sovereignty of the higher expression. 17 March 1935

*
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What about these lines of Vaughans are they from the
illumined mind?

1) But felt through all this eshly dress
Bright shoots of everlastingness . . .

2) | saw Eternity the other night
Like a great Ring of pure and endless light,
All calm, as it was bright . . .

This Ring the Bridegroom did for none provide
But for his Bride.

Yes, for the rst two. In (1) there is something from the Intuition
also and in (2) from the Overmind. 21 March 1935

*

Is this table showing the degrees of style and rhythm of reve-
lation in mystic poetry correct?

1) solitary thinkings; such as dodge
Conception to the very bourne of heaven
(Higher Mind)*

2) | saw Eternity the other night
Like a great Ring of pure and endless light,
All calm, as it was bright.
(lNumined Mind)

3) Your spirit in my spirit, deep in the deep,
Walled by a wizardry of shining sleep
(Intuition)

4) Voyaging through strange seas of Thought, alone.
(Overmind)

Though the expression and the rhythm differ, the substance of
1, 2, 4 is Overmind: what about 3? | suppose the table would
be more consistent if the substance came in each case from the
Overmind.

1 combined with Illumined [Sri Aurobindo s addition]
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Overmind is very various in its expression. All forms and
rhythms are there in the Overmind.

From what planes are these lines?
Withdrawn in a lost attitude of prayer . . .
The lonely waters of eternal ease . . .
A hush dew-drenched with immortality . . .
A sea unheard where spume nor spray is blown . . .
Eternal truth s time-measuring sun-blaze . . .

The rst two are intuitive. The last is higher mind mixed with
illumination. The other two are mixed. 23 March 1935

Examples from Amal Kiran
Evaluations of 1934 1937

Madonna Mia

I echo her life s rhythm of reverie

By spacious vigil-lonelinesses drawn

From star-birds winging through the vacancy
Of night s incomprehensible spirit-dawn.

My whole heart llIs but with the glowing gloom
Where God-love blossoms her ethereal grace:
The sole truth my lips bear is the perfume

From the ecstatic ower of her face.

Will you please tell me its effect as a whole and, if possible,
where the inspiration comes from?

It is good. | could not very de nitely say from where the inspi-
ration comes. It seems to come from the Illumination through
the higher Mind  but there is an intuitive touch here and there,
even some indirect touch of mental overmind 2 vision hanging

2 There are two ranges of overmind which might be called mental and gnostic
overmind respectively  the latter in direct touch with supermind, the former more like
a widened and massive intuition.
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about the rst stanza. 9 February 1934

*

May | ask whether, when you speak of inspiration, you mean
the substance only or the rhythm as well? | had the impression
that lines 2 and 3 of the rst stanza had some mantric quality,
but | felt it would be too presumptuous to ask you about it
before you had indicated their source.

Yes, that was what | meant by the touch of the overmind.
10 February 1934

*

Is it only lines 2 and 3 that have a touch of the Overmind, or
line 4 also?

Line 4 also though 2 and 3 have most of it.

Have you felt that touch anywhere else in my poetry? And is
this rhythm in any way similar to that of Wordsworth s

Voyaging through strange seas of Thought, alone?

No itis quite a different rhythm arhythm of ight through
sky-space not of ploughing lonely seas.

Of course by similarity | mean the source of inspiration
being more or less the same.

There may have been other lines, but | do not remember any.
12 February 1934

*

What | should have said is: Does that line of Wordsworth s
have those special qualities which mark out the substance,
language and rhythm of a line from the mental Overmind
the same qualities which are to be found in the three lines of
my poem, which you consider to have an Overmind touch?

I am no competent judge, but | think that it contains all those
gualities in a more intense and undiluted form: is that true?
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Probably you are right.

Of my three lines, only

From star-birds winging through the vacancy

seems to be somewhere near it in pure inspiration from the
mental Overmind.

I am not sure about the pure inspiration | said a touch from
the mental overmind. But perhaps | am overcautious in these
matters.

*

To help me distinguish the planes of inspiration, would you
just indicate where the following lines from various poems of
mine have their sources?

What visionary urge
Has stolen from horizons watched alone
Into thy being with ethereal guile?

[Second line] Intuitive with overmind touch.
[Third line] Imaginative poetic intelligence.

A huge sky-passion sprouting from the earth
In branchéd vastnesses of leafy rapture.

Ditto with something of the higher Mind.

The mute unshadowed spaces of her mind.
Intuitive with overmind touch.

A sea unheard where spume nor spray is blown.
Intuitive.

Irradiant wing-waft through eternal space,
Pride of lone rapture and invincible sun-gaze.

Higher Mind with mental overmind touch.

Born nomad of the in nite heart!
Time-tamer! star-struck debauchee of light!
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Warrior who hurls his spirit like a dart
Across the terrible night
Of death to conquer immortality!

Ilumined Mind with mental overmind touch.

... And to the earth-self suddenly

Came through remote entrancéd marvelling
Of adoration ever-widening

A spacious sense of immortality.

Mixture of higher and illumined mind in the last line the
mental overmind touch.

Here life s lost heart of splendour beats immense.
IHlumined mind with mental overmind touch.

The haunting rapture of the vast dream-wind
That blows, star-fragrant, from eternity.

Ditto.

An ocean-hearted ecstasy am |
Where time ows inward to eternal shores.

Intuitive, illumined, overmind touch all mixed together.

I have analysed but very imperfectly  because these in uences
are so mixed together that the descriptions are not exhaustive.
Also remember that | speak of a touch, of the mental over-
mind touch and that when there is the touch it is not always
complete it may be more apparent from something either in
the language or substance or rhythm than in all three together.
Even so perhaps some of my descriptions are overhasty and
denote the impression of the moment. Also the poetical value of
the poetry exists independent of its source. 13 February 1934

*
It was extremely kind of you to analyse, as you did, a few

weeks back, the in uences of different planes in my poetry.
I seem to have some feeling now for the qualities in them.
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I should like to know whether you intend any distinction
when you speak of Overmind touch and mental Overmind
touch.

Yes the overmind proper has some gnostic light in it which is
absent in the mental overmind. 2 March 1934

*

Overself

All things are lost in Him, all things are found:
He rules an in nite hush that hears each sound.

But fragmentary quivers blossom there
To voice on mingling voice of shadowless air,

Bodies of re and ecstasies of line
Where passion s mortal music grows divine

For in that vasty region glimmers through
Each form one single trance of breakless blue!

Well, the rstand third couplets are quite admirable. The rest not
quite as inevitable as it should be though lines 4 and 8 could be so
if coupled with perfect lines that made them also perfect. Your
emendations do not mend matters; the rst [ rules changed
to makes ] only spoils the second line of the couplet without
bringing the rstupto level. ... Vasty region does not appeal
to me it sounds pseudo-Miltonic and ineffective.

P.S. Higher mind throughout, illumined. 10 October 1936
*
| understand your objection to vasty region ... though I

don t know if Milton ever used vasty . It is a Shakespearean
word, a famous instance being in that line about calling spir-
its from the vasty deep . ...

I am describing, of course, the Overmind, but does the
fact that the poem is only from the Higher Mind, however
illumined, come in the way?

I know very well the Shakespearean line and | don t think Milton
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uses vasty ; but | did not at all mean that the choice of the
word vasty was Miltonic. | meant that the phrase here gave
a pseudo-Miltonic effect and so do lofty region and myriad
region [proposed by the poet as emendations]; in some other
context they might give some other impression, but that is the
effect here. . ..

I don t think the lines express distinctively the Overmind
they would apply equally to any plane where the unity of the Self
governed the diversity of its creation,  so the illumined Higher
Mind is quite appropriate for the purpose.

P.S. By pseudo-Miltonic | mean a certain kind of traditional po-
etic eloquence which nds its roots in Milton but even when well
done lacks in originality and can easily be vapid and sonantly
hollow. In the last line there is inspiration but it has to be brought
out by this preceding line; that must be inspired also. An expres-
sion like lofty region , vasty region , myriad region even
expresses nothing but a bare intellectual fact with no more vision
in it than would convey mere wideness without any signi cance
in it. 13 October 1936

*

[after revision of line 7 to For in that spacious revel glimmers
through ]

There is nothing to be altered in what | said about the poem. It
isa nepoem inthe rstand third couplets exceedingly ne,
perfect poetic expressions of what they want to say, the other
couplets are less inevitable, although the second lines in both
are admirable. Line 2, lines 5, 6 are among the best you have
written; they have a certain revelatory power. 17 October 1936

*

Consummation

Immortal overhead the gold expanse
An ultimate crown of inexhaustible joy!
But a king-power must grip all passion numb
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And with gigantic loneliness draw down
This large gold throbbing on its silver hush.
For only an ice-pure peak of trance can bear
The benediction of that aureole.

I would suggest a gigantic loneliness . With makes the line
rather weak; the loneliness must be brought out in its full effect
and with subordinates it and prevents it from standing out.
There is something wrong in the fth line. Perhaps it is the
excess of sibilants not that one cannot have a sibilant line,
but the sounds must be otherwise dispersed. Besides your style
of consonant and vowel harmonisation is of the liquid kind and
here such combinations as its silver hush are best avoided.
How would the large gold throbbing in a silver hush do?
The second line is strong and digni ed, but it impresses me
as too mental and Miltonic. Milton has very usually (in Paradise
Lost) some of the largeness and rhythm of the higher mind, but
his substance except at certain heights is mental, mentally grand
and noble. The interference of this mental Miltonic is one of the
great stumbling-blocks when one tries to write from above .
17 November 1936

[after revision]

Itis very nenow it is the higher mind vision and movement
throughout, except that in the fth line a ash of illumination
comes through. Intense light-play and colour in this kind of
utterance is usually the illumined mind s contribution.

18 November 1936

Mere of Dream

The Unknown above is a mute vacancy

But in the mere of dream wide wings are spread,
An ageless bird poising a rumour of gold

Upon prophetic waters hung asleep.



60 Poetry and its Creation

A ring of hills around a silver hush,

The far mind haloed with mysterious dawn
Treasures in the deep eye of thought-suspense
An eagle-destiny beaconing through all time.

You say this poem is not as a whole quite as absolute as
some that went before. ... | am glad you have mentioned
that the highest ight is not present here on the whole, for
I am thereby stung to make an intenser effort. | should like,
however, to have a formulation from you of the ideal you
would like me to follow.

What you are writing now is overhead poetry | mean po-
etry inspired from those planes; before you used to write poems
very often from the intuitive mind  these had a beauty and
perfection of their own. What | mean by absoluteness here is a
full intensely inevitable expression of what comes down from
above. These lines are original, convincing, have vision, they
are not to be rejected, but they are not the highest ight except
in single lines. Such variations are to be expected and will be
more prominent if you were writing longer poems, for then to
keep always or even usually to that highest level would be an
extraordinary feat  no poet has managed as yet to write always
at his highest ight and here in that kind of poetry it would be
still more dif cult. The important point is not to fall below a
certain level. 12 May 1937

A Poet s Stammer

My dream is spoken
As if by sound

Were tremulously broken
Some oath profound.

A timeless hush
Draws ever back

The winging music-rush
Upon thought s track.
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Though syllables sweep
Like golden birds,

Far lonelihoods of sleep
Dwindle my words.

Beyond life s clamour,
A mystery mars
Speech-light to a myriad stammer
Of ickering stars.

It is a very true and beautiful poem the subject of the out-
ward stammer seems to be only a starting point or excuse for
expressing an inner phenomenon of inspiration. Throughout the
inspiration of the poem is intuitive.

You have said before | used to write poems very often from
the intuitive mind, but the term you have employed connotes
for us the plane between the Illumined Mind and the Over-
mind. But that would be an overhead source of inspiration.
Do you mean the intuitivised poetic intelligence? If so, what
is its character as compared to the mystic or inner mind?

The intuitive mind, strictly speaking, stretches from the Intuition
proper down to the intuitivised inner mind it is therefore at
once an overhead power and a mental intelligence power. All
depends on the amount, intensity, quality of the intuition and
how far it is mixed with mind or pure. The inner mind is not
necessarily intuitive, though it can easily become so. The mystic
mind is mind turned towards the occult and spiritual, but the
inner mind can act without direct reference to the occult and
spiritual, it can act in the same eld and in the same material
as the ordinary mind, only with a larger and deeper power,
range and light and in greater unison with the Universal Mind;
it can open also more easily to what is within and what is above.
Intuitive intelligence, mystic mind, inner mind intelligence are all
part of the inner mind operations. In today s poem, for instance,
it is certainly the inner mind that has transformed the idea of
stammering into a symbol of inner phenomena and into that
operation a certain strain of mystic mind enters, but what is
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prominent is the intuitive inspiration throughout. It starts with
the intuitive poetic intelligence in the rst stanza, gets touched
by the overhead intuition in the second, gets full of it in the third
and again rises rapidly to that in the two last lines of the fourth
stanza. This is what | call poetry of the intuitive Mind.

13 May 1937

Bengali Overhead Poetry

We are sorry to hear that you cant decide about Bengali
overhead poetry. | consider it a defect, Sir, in your poetic supra-
mental make-up, which you should try to mend or remove!

Why a defect? In any case all qualities have their defects, which
are also a quality. For the rest, by your logic, | ought to be able to
pronounce on the merits of Czechoslovakian or Arabic poetry.
To pronounce whether a rhythm is O.P. or not, one must have an
infallible ear for overtones and undertones of the sound music
of the language  that expertness | have not got with regard to
Bengali. 23 September 1938

Overhead Poetry: Re-evaluations of 1946

It is a bit of a surprise to me that Virgil s

sunt lacrimae rerum et mentem mortalia tangunt

is now considered by you an almost direct descent from
the overmind consciousness [see page 33]. | was under the
impression that, like that other line of his

O passi graviora, dabit deus his quoque nem

it was a perfect mixture of the Higher Mind with the Psychic;
and the impression was based on something you had yourself
written to me in the past [see page 295]. Similarly | remember
you de nitely declaring Wordsworth s

The Winds come to me from the elds of sleep

to be lacking precisely in the Overmind note and having only
the note of Intuition in an intense form [see pages 25 26].
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What you write now means a big change of opinion in both
the instances  but how and why the change?

Yes, certainly, my ideas and reactions to some of the lines and
passages about which you had asked me long ago, have devel-
oped and changed and could not but change. For at that time
I was new to the overhead regions or at least to the highest
of them for the higher thought and the illumination were
already old friends and could not be sure or complete in my
perception of many things concerning them. | hesitated therefore
to assign anything like overmind touch or inspiration to passages
in English or other poetry and did not presume to claim any of
my own writing as belonging to this order. Besides, the intellect
took still too large a part in my reactions to poetry; for instance,
I judged Virgil s line too much from what seemed to be its sur-
face intellectual import and too little from its deeper meaning
and vision and its reverberations of the Overhead. So also with
Wordsworth s line about the  elds of sleep : | have since then
moved in those elds of sleep and felt the breath which is carried
from them by the winds that came to the poet, so | can better
appreciate the depth of vision in Wordsworth s line. | could also
see more clearly the impact of the Overhead on the work of
poets who wrote usually from a mental, a psychic, an emotional
or other vital inspiration, even when it gave only a tinge.

The context of Virgils line has nothing to do with and
cannot detract from its greatness and its overhead character.
If we limit its meaning so as to unify it with what goes before,
if we want Virgil to say in it only, Oh yes, even in Carthage,
so distant a place, these foreigners too can sympathise and weep
over what has happened in Troy and get touched by human
misfortune, then the line will lose all its value and we would
only have to admire the strong turn and recherche suggestiveness
of its expression. Virgil certainly did not mean it like that; he
starts indeed by stressing the generality of the fame of Troy
and the interest in her misfortune but then he passes from the
particularity of this idea and suddenly rises from it to a feeling of
the universality of mortal sorrow and suffering and of the chord
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of human sympathy and participation which responds to it from
all who share that mortality. He rises indeed much higher than
that and goes much deeper: he has felt a brooding cosmic sense
of these things, gone into the depth of the soul which answers
to them and drawn from it the inspired and inevitable language
and rhythm which came down to it from above to give to this
pathetic perception an immortal body. Lines like these seldom
depend upon their contexts, they rise from it as if a single Hima-
layan peak from a range of low hills or even from a at plain.
They have to be looked at by themselves, valued for their own
sake, felt in their own independent greatness. Shakespeare s lines
upon sleep® depend not at all upon the context which is indeed
almost irrelevant, for he branches off into a violent and resonant
description of a storm at sea which has its poetic quality, but
that quality has something comparatively quite inferior, so that
these few lines stand quite apart in their unsurpassable magic
and beauty. What has happened is that the sudden wings of a
supreme inspiration from above have swooped down upon him
and abruptly lifted him for a moment to highest heights, then as
abruptly dropped him and left him to his own normal resources.
One can see him in the lines that follow straining these resources
to try and get something equal to the greatness of this ight but
failing except perhaps partly for one line only. Or take those
two lines in Hamlet.* They arise out of a rapid series of violent
melodramatic events but they have a quite different ring from
all that surrounds them, however powerful that may be. They
come from another plane, shine with another light: the close of
the sentence to tell my story which connects it with the
thread of the drama, slips down in a quick incline to a lower
inspiration. It is not a dramatic interest we feel when we read
these lines; their appeal does not arise from the story but would
be the same anywhere and in any context. We have passed from

3 Wilt thou upon the high and giddy mast
Seal up the ship-boy s eyes, and rock his brains
In cradle of the rude imperious surge,

4 Absent thee from felicity awhile,
And in this harsh world draw thy breath in pain
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the particular to the universal, to a voice from the cosmic self, to
a poignant reaction of the soul of man and not of Hamlet alone
to the pain and sorrow of this world and its longing for some
unknown felicity beyond. Virgil s

O passi graviora, dabit deus his quoque nem. . ..
... forsan et haec olim meminisse iuvabit

is only incidentally connected with the storm and wreck of the
ships of Aeneas; its appeal is separate and universal and for
all time; it is again the human soul that is speaking moved by a
greater and deeper inspiration of cosmic feeling with the thought
only as a mould into which the feeling is poured and the thinking
mind only as a passive instrument. This applies to many or most
of the distinctly overhead lines we meet or at least to those
which may be called overhead transmissions. Even the lines that
are perfect and absolute, though not from the Overhead, tend
to stand out if not away from their surroundings. Long passages
of high inspiration there are or short poems in which the wing-
beats of some surpassing Power and Beauty gleam out amidst

ockings of an equal or almost equal radiance of light. But still
the absolutely absolute is rare; it is not often that the highest
peaks crowd together.

As to the translations of Virgil s great line 1 may observe
that the English translation you quote repeats the here too of
the previous line and so rivets his high close to its context, thus
emphasising unduly the idea of a local interest and maiming the
universality.® Virgil has put in no such close riveting, he keeps
a bare connection from which he immediately slips away; his
single incomparable line rises sheer and abrupt into the heights
both in its thought and in its form out of the sustained Virgilian
elegance of what precedes it. The psychological movement by
which this happens is not at all mysterious; he speaks rst of
the local and particular, then in the penultimate line passes to
the general here too as wherever there are human beings are

5 Here, too, virtue has its due rewards; here, too, there are tears for misfortune and
mortal sorrows touch the heart. H. R. Fairclough



66 Poetry and its Creation

rewards for excellence , and then passes to the universal, to
the reaction of all humanity, to all that is human and mortal
in a world of suffering. In your prose translation also there
are super uities which limit and lower the signi cance.® Virgil
does not say tears for earthly things , earthly is your ad-
dition; he says nothing about mortal fortune which makes
the whole thing quite narrow. His single word rerum and his
single word mortalia admit in them all the sorrow and suffering
of the world and all the af iction and misery that beset mortal
creatures in this transient and unhappy world, anityam asukham
lokam imam. The super uous words bring in a particularising
intellectual insistence which impoverishes a great thought and a
great utterance. Your rst hexametric version’ is rather poor; the
second?® is much better and the rst half is very ne; the second
half is good but it is not an absolute hit. | would like to alter it to

Haunted by tears is the world and our hearts by the touch of things
mortal.

But this version has a density of colour which is absent from the
bare economy and direct force Virgil manages to combine with
his subtle and unusual turn of phrase. As for my own translation

the touch of tears in mortal things itisintended notas an
accurate and scholastic prose rendering but as a poetic equiva-
lent. | take it from a passage in Savitri where the mother of Savitri
is lamenting her child s fate and contrasting the unmoved and
unfeeling calm of the gods with human suffering and sympathy.
I quote from memory,

We sorrow for a greatness that has passed
And feel the touch of tears in mortal things.
Even a stranger s anguish rends my heart,
And this, O Narad, is my well-loved child.

6 Here too there is reward for honour, there are tears for earthly things and mortal
fortunes touch the heart.

7 Tears are in all things and touched is our heart by the fate of the mortals.

8 Haunted by tears is the world; on our heart is the touch of things mortal.
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In Virgil s line the two halves are not really two separate ideas
and statements; they are one idea with two symmetrical limbs;
the meaning and force of mortalia tangunt derives wholly from
the lacrimae rerum and this, | think, ought to be brought out if
we are to have an adequate poetic rendering. The three capital
words, lacrimae, mortalia, tangunt, carry in them in an intimate
connection the whole burden of the inner sense; the touch which
falls upon the mind from mortal things is the touch of tears
lacrimae rerum. | consider therefore that the touch of tears is
there quite directly enough, spiritually, if not syntactically, and
that my translation is perfectly justi able.

As to the doubt you have expressed, | think there is some
confusion still about the use of the word great as distinct from
the beautiful. In poetry greatness must, no doubt, be beautiful in
the wider and deeper sense of beauty to be poetry, but the beau-
tiful is not always great. First, let me deal with the examples you
give, which do not seem to me to be always of an equal quality.
For instance, the lines you quote from Squire® do not strike me
as deserving supreme praise. There is one line on rocks forlorn
and frore which is of a very high beauty, but the rest is lofty
and eloquent poetry and suggestive of something deep but not
more than that; above all, there is a general lack of the rhythm
that goes home to the soul and keeps sounding there except
indeed in that one line and without such a rhythm there cannot
be the absolute perfection; a certain kind of perfection there
may be with a lesser rhythmic appeal but | do not nd it here,
the pitch of sound is only that of what may be described as the
highly moved intellect. In the lines from Dryden®® the second has

9 And that aged Brahmapootra
Who beyond the white Himalayas
Passes many a lamasery
On rocks forlorn and frore,
A block of gaunt grey stone walls
With rows of little barred windows,
Where shrivelled monks in yellow silk
Are hidden for evermore. ...  J. C. Squire
10 1n liquid burnings or on dry to dwell
Is all the sad variety of hell.  Dryden
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indeed the true note but the rst is only clever and forcible with
that apposite, striking and energetic cleverness which abounds
in the chief poets of that period and imposes their poetry on
the thinking mind but usually fails to reach deeper. Of course,
there can be a divine or at least a dei ed cleverness, but that is
when the intellect after nding something brilliant transmits it to
some higher power for uplifting and trans guration. Itis because
that is not always done by Pope and Dryden that | once agreed
with Arnold in regarding their work as a sort of half poetry;
but since then my view and feeling have become more catholic
and | would no longer apply that phrase, Dryden especially
has lines and passages which rise to a very high poetic peak,

but still there is something in this limitation, this predominance
of the ingenious intellect which makes us understand Arnold s
stricture. The second quotation from Tennyson'' is eloquent
and powerful, but absolute perfection seems to me an excessive
praise for these lines, at least | meant much more by it than
anything we nd here. There is absolute perfection of a kind, of
sound and language at least, and a supreme technical excellence
in his moan of doves and murmur of bees.*? As to your next
comparison, you must not expect me to enter into a comparative
valuation of my own poetry*® with that of Keats;** I will only
say that the substance of these lines of Keats is of the highest
kind and the expression is not easily surpassable, and even as
regards the plane of their origin it is above and not below the
boundary of the overhead line. The other lines you quote have
their own perfection; some have the touch from above while

11 Well is it that no child is born of thee.

The children born of thee are sword and re,

Red ruin, and the breaking up of laws.  Tennyson
12 The moan of doves in immemorial elms,

And murmuring of innumerable bees.  Tennyson
13 Above the reason s brilliant slender curve,

Released like radiant air dimming a moon,

White spaces of a vision without line

Or limit... Sri Aurobindo
14 solitary thinkings; such as dodge

Conception to the very bourne of heaven,

Then leave the naked brain.  Keats
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others, it might be said, touch the Overhead from below.

But what is the point? | do not think | have ever said that all
overhead poetry is superior to all that comes from other sources.
I am speaking of greatness and said that greatness of substance
does count and gives a general superiority; | was referring to
work in the mass and not to separate lines and passages. | said,
practically, that art in the sense of perfect mastery of technique,
perfect expression in word and sound was not everything and
greatness and beauty of the substance of the poetry entered
into the reckoning. It might be said of Shakespeare that he
was not predominantly an artist but rather a great creator, even
though he has an art of his own, especially an art of dramatic
architecture and copious ornament; but his work is far from
being always perfect. In Racine, on the other hand, there is an
unfailing perfection; Racine is the complete poetic artist. But
if comparisons are to be made, Shakespeares must surely be
pronounced to be the greater poetry, greater in the vastness of
its range, in its abundant creativeness, in its dramatic height and
power, in the richness of his inspiration, in his world-view, in the
peaks to which he rises and the depths which he plumbs  even
though he sinks to  atnesses which Racine would have abhorred

and generally a glory of God s making which is marvellous
and unique. Racine has his heights and depths and widenesses,
but nothing like this; he has not in him the poetic superman, he
does not touch the superhuman level of creation. But all this is
mainly a matter of substance and also of height and greatness
in language, not of impeccable beauty and perfection of diction
and rhythm which ought to rank higher on the principle of art
for art s sake.

That is one thing and for the sake of clarity it must be
seen by itself in separation from the other points | put forward.
The comparison of passages each perfectly beautiful in itself
but different in their kind and source of inspiration is a different
matter. Here it is a question of the perfection of the poetry, not of
its greatness. In the valuation of whole poems Shelley s Skylark
may be described as a greater poem than his brief and exquisite
lyric I can give not what men call love because of its
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greater range and power and constant ow of unsurpassable
music, but it is not more perfect; if we take separate lines and
passages, the stanza We look before and after is not superior
in perfection or absoluteness to that in the other poem The
desire of the moth for the star , even though it strikes a deeper
note and may be said to have a richer substance. The abso-
lute is the absolute and the perfect perfect, whatever difference
there may be in the origin of the inspiration; but from the point
of view of greatness one perfection may be said to be greater,
though not more perfect than another. | would myself say that
Wordsworth s line about Newton is greater, though not more
perfect than many of those which you have put side by side
with it. And this | say on the same principle as the comparison
between Shakespeare and Racine: according to the principle of
art for art s sake Racine ought to be pronounced a poet superior
to Shakespeare because of his consistent and impeccable aw-
lessness of word and rhythm, but on the contrary Shakespeare
is universally considered greater, standing among the few who
are supreme. Theocritus is always perfect in what he writes, but
he cannot be ranked with Aeschylus and Sophocles. Why not, if
art is the only thing? Obviously, because what the others write
has an ampler range, a much more considerable height, breadth,
depth, largeness. There are some who say that great and long
poems have no true value and are mainly composed of padding
and baggage and all that matters are the few perfect lines and
passages which shine like jewels among a mass of inferior half-
worked ore. In that case, the great poets ought to be debunked
and the world s poetic production valued only for a few lyrics,
rare superb passages and scattered lines that we can rescue from
the laborious mass production of the arti cers of word, sound
and language.

I come now to the question of the Overmind and whether
there is anything in it superior or more perfectly perfect, more
absolutely absolute than in the lower planes. If it is true that
one can get the same absolute fully on any plane and from any
kind of inspiration, whether in poetry or other expressions of
the One, then it would seem to be quite useless and super uous
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for any human being to labour to rise above mind to Overmind
or Supermind and try to bring them down upon earth; the idea of
transformation would become absurd since it would be possible
to have the form perfect and absolute anywhere and by a
purely earthly means, a purely earthly force. | am reminded of
Ramana Maharshi s logical objection to my idea of the descent
of the Divine into us or into the world on the ground, as he
put it, that the Divine is here, from where is He to descend?
My answer is that obviously the Divine is here, although very
much concealed; but He is here in essence and He has not cho-
sen to manifest all His powers or His full power in Matter, in
Life, in Mind; He has not even made them t by themselves for
some future manifestation of all that, whereas on higher planes
there is already that manifestation and by a descent from them
the full manifestation can be brought here. All the planes have
their own power, beauty, some kind of perfection realised even
among their imperfections; God is everywhere in some power
of Himself though not everywhere in His full power, and if
His face does not appear, the rays and glories from it do fall
upon things and beings through the veil and bring something
of what we call perfect and absolute. And yet perhaps there
may be a more perfect perfection, not in the same kind but in
a greater kind, a more utter revelation of the absolute. Ancient
thought speaks of something that is highest beyond the highest,
pardtparam; there is a supreme beyond what is for us or seems
to us supreme. As Life brings in something that is greater than
Matter, as Mind brings in something that is greater than Life,
so Overmind brings in something that is greater than Mind, and
Supermind something that is greater than Overmind, greater,
superior not only in the essential character of the planes, but in
all respects, in all parts and details, and consequently in all its
creation.

But you may say each plane and its creations are beautiful
in themselves and have their own perfection and there is no
superiority of one to the other. What can be more perfect, greater
or more beautiful than the glories and beauties of Matter, the
golden splendours of the sun, the perpetual charm of the moon,
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the beauty and fragrance of the rose or the beauty of the lotus,
the yellow mane of the Ganges or the blue waters of the Jamuna,
forests and mountains, and the leap of the waterfall, the shim-
mering silence of the lake, the sapphire hue and mighty roll of
the ocean and all the wonder and marvel that there is on the
earth and in the vastness of the material universe? These things
are perfect and absolute and there can be nothing more perfect
or more greatly absolute. Life and mind cannot surpass them;
they are enough in themselves and to themselves: Brindavan
would have been perfect even if Krishna had never trod there.
It is the same with Life: the lion in its majesty and strength,
the tiger in its splendid and formidable energy, the antelope
in its grace and swiftness, the bird of paradise, the peacock
with its plumes, the birds with their calls and their voices of
song, have all the perfection that Life can create and thinking
man cannot better that; he is inferior to the animals in their
own qualities, superior only in his mind, his thought, his power
of re ection and creation: but his thought does not make him
stronger than the lion and the tiger or swifter than the ante-
lope, more splendid to the sight than the bird of paradise or the
human beauty of the most beautiful man and woman superior
to the beauty of the animal in its own kind and perfect form.
Here too there is a perfection and absoluteness which cannot be
surpassed by any superior greatness of nature. Mind also has its
own types of perfection and its own absolutes. What intrusion
of Overmind or Supermind could produce philosophies more
perfect in themselves than the systems of Shankara or Plato
or Plotinus or Spinoza or Hegel, poetry superior to Homer s,
Shakespeare s, Dante s or Valmiki s, music more superb than the
music of Beethoven or Bach, sculpture greater than the statues
of Phidias and Michael Angelo, architecture more utterly beau-
tiful than the Taj Mahal, the Parthenon or Borobudur or St.
Peter s or of the great Gothic cathedrals? The same may be said
of the crafts of ancient Greece and Japan in the Middle Ages
or structural feats like the Pyramids or engineering feats like
the Dnieper Dam or inventions and manufactures like the great
modern steamships and the motor car. The mind of man may not
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be equally satis ed with life in general or with its own dealings
with life, it may nd all that very imperfect, and here perhaps it
may be conceded that the intrusion of a higher principle from
above might have a chance of doing something better: but here
too there are sectional perfections, each complete and suf cient
for its purpose, each perfectly and absolutely organised in its
own type, the termite society for instance, the satisfying struc-
ture of ant societies or the organised life of the beehive. The
higher animals have been less remarkably successful than these
insects, though perhaps a crows parliament might pass a reso-
lution that the life of the rookery was one of the most admirable
things in the universe. Greek societies like the Spartan evidently
considered themselves perfect and absolute in their own type
and the Japanese structure of society and the rounding off of
its culture and institutions were remarkable in their pattern of
perfect organisation. There can be always variations in Kind,
new types, a progress in variation, but progress in itself towards
a greater perfection or towards some absolute is an idea which
has been long indulged in but has recently been strongly denied
and at least beyond a certain point seems to have been denied by
fact and event. Evolution there may be, but it only creates new
forms, brings in new principles of consciousness, new ingenuities
of creation but not a more perfect perfection. In the old Hebrew
scriptures it is declared that God created everything from the

rst, each thing in its own type, and looked on his own creation
and saw that it was good. If we conclude that Overmind or
Supermind do not exist or, existing, cannot descend into mind,
life and body or act upon them or, descending and acting, cannot
bring in a greater or more absolute perfection into anything
man has done, we should, with the modi cation that God has
taken many ages and not six days to do his work, be reduced to
something like this notion, at any rate in principle.

It is evident that there is something wrong and unsatisfying
in such a conclusion. Evolution has not been merely something
material, only a creation of new forms of Matter, new species
of inanimate objects or animate creatures as physical science
has at rst seen it; it has been an evolution of consciousness,
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a manifestation of it out of its involution and in that a con-
stant progress towards something greater, higher, fuller, more
complete, ever increasing in its range and capacity, therefore
to a greater and greater perfection and perhaps nally to an
absolute of consciousness which has yet to come, an absolute
of its truth, an absolute of its dynamic power. The mental con-
sciousness of man is greater in its perfection, more progressive
towards the absolute than the consciousness of the animal, and
the consciousness of the overman, if 1 may so call him, must
very evidently be still more perfect, while the consciousness of
the superman may be absolute. No doubt, the instinct of the
animal is superior to that of man and we may say that it is
perfect and absolute within its limited range and in its own type.
Man s consciousness has an in nitely greater range and is more
capable in the large, though less automatically perfect in the
details of its work, more laborious in its creation of perfection:
the Overmind when it comes will decrease whatever de ciencies
there are in human intelligence and the Supermind will remove
them altogether; they will replace the perfection of instinct by
the more perfect perfection of intuition and what is higher than
intuition and thus replace the automatism of the animal by the
conscious and self-possessed automatic action of a more lumi-
nous gnosis and nally, of an integral truth-consciousness. It is
after all the greater consciousness that comes in with mind that
enables us to develop the idea of values and this idea of the
quality of certain values which seem to us perfect and absolute
is a viewpoint which has its validity but must be completed by
others if our perception of things is to be entire. No single and
separate idea of the mind can be entirely true by itself, it has
to complete itself by others which seem to differ from it, even
others which seem logically to contradict it, but in reality only
enlarge its viewpoints and put its idea in its proper place. It is
quite true that the beauty of material things is perfect in itself
and you may say that the descent of Overmind cannot add to the
glory of the sun or the beauty of the rose. But in the rst place
I must point out that the rose as it is is something evolved from
the dog-rose or the wild rose and is largely a creation of man



Examples of Overhead Poetry 75

whose mind is still creating further developments of this type of
beauty. Moreover, it is to the mind of man that these things are
beautiful, to his consciousness as evolution has developed it, in
the values that mind has given to them, to his perceptive and
sometimes his creative aesthesis: Overmind, | have pointed out,
has a greater aesthesis and, when it sees objects, sees in them
what the mind cannot see, so that the value it gives to them can
be greater than any value that the mind can give. That is true of
its perception, it may be true also of its creation, its creation of
beauty, its creation of perfection, its expression of the power of
the absolute.

This is in principle the answer to the objection you made,
but pragmatically the objection may still be valid; for what has
been done by any overhead intervention may not amount for
the present to anything more than the occasional irruption of a
line or a passage or at most of a new still imperfectly developed
kind or manner of poetry which may have larger contents and
a higher or richer suggestion but is not intrinsically superior in
the essential elements of poetry, word and rhythm and cannot be
con dently said to bring in a more perfect perfection or a more
utter absolute. Perhaps it does sometimes, but not so amply or
with such a complete and forcible power as to make it recognis-
able by all. But that may be because it is only an intervention
in mind that it has made, a touch, a partial in uence, at most a
slight in Itration: there has been no general or massive descent
or, if there has been any such descent in one or two minds, it
has been general and not yet completely organised or applied
in every direction; there has been no absolute transformation of
the whole being, whole consciousness and whole nature. You say
that if the Overmind has a superior consciousness and a greater
aesthesis it must also bring in a greater form. That would be true
on the overmind level itself: if there were an overmind language
created by the Overmind itself and used by overmind beings
not subject to the limitations of the mental principle or the
turbidities of the life principle or the opposition of the inertia of
Matter, the half light of ignorance and the dark environing wall
of the Inconscient, then indeed all things might be transmuted
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and among the rest there might be a more perfect and absolute
poetry, perfect and absolute not only in snatches and within
boundaries but always and in numberless kinds and in the whole:
for that is the nature of Overmind, it is a cosmic consciousness
with a global perception and action tending to carry everything
to its extreme possibility; the only thing lacking in its creation
might be a complete harmonisation of all possibles, for which
the intervention of the highest Truth-Consciousness, the Super-
mind, would be indispensable. But at present the intervention
of Overmind has to take mind, life and matter as its medium
and eld, work under their dominant conditions, accept their
fundamental law and method; its own can enter in only initially
or partially and under the obstacle of a prevailing mental and
vital mixture. Intuition entering into the human mind undergoes
a change; it becomes what we may call the mental intuition
or the vital intuition or the intuition working inconsciently in
physical things: sometimes it may work with a certain perfection
and absoluteness, but ordinarily it is at once coated in mind or
life with the mental or vital substance into which it is received
and gets limited, de ected or misinterpreted by the mind or the
life; it becomes a half intuition or a false intuition and its light
and power gives indeed a greater force to human knowledge
and will but also to human error. Life and mind intervening in
Matter have been able only to vitalise or mentalise small sections
of it, to produce and develop living bodies or thinking lives
and bodies but they have not been able to make a complete or
general transformation of the ignorance of life, of the inertia and
inconscience of Matter and large parts of the minds, lives and
forms they occupy remain subconscient or inconscient or are still
ignorant, like the human mind itself or driven by subconscient
forces. Overmind will certainly, if it descends, go further in that
direction, effect a greater transformation of life and bodily func-
tion as well as mind but the integral transformation is not likely
to be in its power; for it is not in itself the supreme consciousness
and does not carry in it the supreme force: although different
from mind in the principle and methods of its action, it is only
a highest kind of mind with the pure intuition, illumination
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and higher thought as its subordinates and intermediaries; it is
an instrument of cosmic possibilities and not the master. It is
not the supreme Truth-Consciousness; it is only an intermediary
light and power.

As regards poetry, the Overmind has to use a language which
has been made by mind, not by itself, and therefore fully capable
of receiving and expressing its greater light and greater truth,
its extraordinary powers, its forms of greatness, perfection and
beauty. It can only strain and intensify this medium as much as
possible for its own uses, but not change its fundamental or char-
acteristically mental law and method; it has to observe them and
do what it can to heighten, deepen and enlarge. Perhaps what
Mallarme and other poets were or are trying to do was some
fundamental transformation of that kind, but that incurs the
danger of being profoundly and even unfathomably obscure or
beautifully and splendidly unintelligible. There is here another
point of view which it may be useful to elaborate. Poets are
men of genius whose consciousness has in some way or another
attained to a higher dynamis of conception and expression than
ordinary men can hope to have, though ordinary men often
have a good try for it, with the result that they sometimes show
a talent for verse and an effective language which imposes itself
for a time but is not durable. | have said that genius is the result
of an intervention or in uence from a higher consciousness than
the ordinary human mental, a greater light, a greater force; even
an ordinary man can have strokes of genius resulting from such
an intervention but it is only in a few that the rare phenomenon
occurs of a part of the consciousness being moulded into a ha-
bitual medium of expression of its greater light and force. But
the intervention of this higher consciousness may take different
forms. It may bring in, not the higher consciousness itself but
a substitute for it, an uplifted movement of mind which gives a
re ection of the character and qualities of the overhead move-
ment. There is a substitute for the expression of the Higher
Thought, the Illumination, the pure Intuition giving great or
brilliant results, but these cannot be classed as the very body of
the higher consciousness. So also there can be a mixed move-
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ment, a movement of mind in its full force with ashes from
the overhead or even a light sustained for some time. Finally,
there can be the thing itself in rare descents, but usually these
are not sustained for a long time though they may in uence all
around and produce long stretches of a high utterance. All this
we can see in poetry but it is not easy for the ordinary mind
to make these distinctions or even to feel the thing and more
dif cult still to understand it with an exact intelligence. One
must have oneself lived in the light or have had ashes of it in
oneself in order to recognise it when it manifests outside us. It
is easy to make mistakes of appreciation: it is quite common to
miss altogether the tinge of the superior light even while one sees
it or to think and say only, Ah, yes, this is very great poetry.

There are other questions that can arise, objections that can
be raised against our admission of a complete equality between
the best of all kinds in poetry. First of all, is it a fact that all
kinds of poetry actually stand on an equal level or are poten-
tially capable by intensity in their own kind, of such a divine
equality? Satirical poetry, for instance, has often been consid-
ered as inferior in essential quality to the epic or other higher
kinds of creation. Can the best lines of Juvenal, for instance,
the line about the graeculus esuriens be the equal of Virgil s
O passi graviora, or his sunt lacrimae rerum? Can Pope s attack
on Addison, impeccable in expression and unsurpassable in its
poignancy of satiric point and force and its still more poignant
conclusion

Who would not laugh, if such a man there be?
Who would not weep if Atticus were he?

be put on a same poetical level with the great lines of Shakespeare
which | have admitted as having the overmind inspiration? The
question is complicated by the fact that some lines or passages
of what is classed as satirical verse are not strictly satirical but
have the tone of a more elevated kind of poetry and rise to a very
high level of poetic beauty, for instance Dryden s descriptions
of Absalom and Achitophel as opposed to his brilliant assault
on the second duke of Buckingham. Or can we say that apart
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from this question of satire we can equal together the best from
poetry of a lighter kind with that which has a high seriousness
or intention, for instance the mock epic with the epic? There are
critics now who are in ecstasies over Pope s Rape of the Lock
and put it on the very highest level, but we could hardly reconcile
ourselves to classing any lines from it with a supreme line from
Homer or Milton. Or can the perfect force of Lucan s line

Victrix causa deis placuit sed victa Catoni

which has made it immortal induce us to rank it on a level of
equality with the greater lines of Virgil? We may escape from this
dif culty of our own logic by pointing out that when we speak of
perfection we mean perfection of something essential for poetic
beauty and not only perfection of speech and verse however
excellent and consummate in its own inferior kind. Or we may
say that we are speaking not only of perfection but of a kind
of perfection that has something of the absolute. But then we
may be taxed with throwing overboard our own rst principle
and ranking poetry according to the greatness or beauty of its
substance, its intention and its elevation and not solely on its
artistic completeness of language and rhythm in its own kind.
We have then to abandon any thorough-going acceptance
of the art for arts sake standpoint and admit that our propo-
sition of the equality of absolute perfection of different kinds,
different inspirations of poetry applies only to all that has some
quintessence of highest poetry in it. An absolutely accomplished
speech and metrical movement, a sovereign technique, are not
enough; we are thinking of a certain pitch of ight and not
only of its faultless agility and grace. Overmind or overhead
poetry must always have in its very nature that essential qual-
ity, although owing to the conditions and circumstances of its
intervention, the limitations of its action, it can only sometimes
have it in any supreme fullness or absoluteness. It can open
poetry to the expression of new ranges of vision, experience and
feeling, especially the spiritual and the higher mystic, with all
their inexhaustible possibilities, which a more mental inspira-
tion could not so fully and powerfully see and express except



80 Poetry and its Creation

in moments when something of the overhead power came to
its succour; it can bring in new rhythms and a new intensity of
language: but so long as it is merely an intervention in mind, we
cannot con dently claim more for it. At the same time if we look
carefully and subtly at things we may see that the greatest lines
or passages in the world s literature have the overmind touch or
power and that they bring with them an atmosphere, a profound
or an extraordinary light, an amplitude of wing which, if the
Overmind would not only intervene but descend, seize wholly
and transform, would be the rst glimpses of a poetry, higher,
larger, deeper and more consistently absolute than any which
the human past has been able to give us. An evolutionary ascent
of all the activities of mind and life is not impossible.

20 November 1946
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Psychic, Mystic and Spiritual Poetry

Inspiration from the lllumined Mind
and from the Psychic

Your question What distinguishes, in manner and quality,
a pure inspiration from the illumined mind from that which
has the psychic for its origin? reads like a poser in an ex-
amination paper. Even if | could give a satisfactory de nition,
Euclideanly rigid, | don t know that it would be of much use
or would really help you to distinguish between the two kinds:
these things have to be felt and perceived by experience. | would
prefer to give examples. | suppose it would not be easy to nd a
more perfect example of psychic inspiration in English literature
than Shelley s well-known lines,

I can give not what men call love,
But wilt thou accept not

The worship the heart lifts above
And the Heavens reject not,

The desire of the moth for the star,
Of the night for the morrow,

The devotion to something afar
From the sphere of our sorrow?

you will nd there the true rhythm, expression and substance
of poetry full of the psychic in uence. For full examples of the
poetry which comes from the illumined mind purely and simply
and that in which the psychic and the spiritual illumination meet
together, one has to go to poetry that tries to express a spiritual
experience. You have yourself written things which can illustrate
the difference. The lines

The longing of ecstatic tears
From in nite to in nite
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will do very well as an instance of the pure illumination, for
here what would otherwise be a description of a spiritual heart-
experience, psychic therefore in its origin, is lifted up to a quite
different spiritual level and expressed with the vision and lan-
guage suf ciently characteristic of a spiritual-mental illumina-
tion. In another passage there is this illumination but it is cap-
tured and dominated by the inner heart and by the psychic thrill,
a certain utterance of the yearning and push of psychic love for
the Divine incarnate.

If Thou desirest my weak self to outgrow

Its mortal longings, lean down from above,
Temper the unborn light no thought can trace,
Suffuse my mood with a familiar glow!

For tis with mouth of clay I supplicate.

Speak to me heart to heart words intimate,
And all Thy formless glory turn to love

And mould Thy love into a human face.
July 1931

Psychic and Overhead Inspiration

There is too the psychic source of inspiration which can give a
beautiful spiritual poetry. The psychic has two aspects  there is
the soul principle itself which contains all soul possibilities and
there is our psychic personality which represents whatever soul-
power is developed from life to life or put forward for action in
our present life-formation. The psychic being usually expresses
itself through its instruments, mental, vital and physical; it tries
to put as much of its own stamp on them as possible. But it can
seldom put on them the full psychic stamp unless it comes
fully out from its rather secluded and overshadowed position
and takes into its hands the direct government of the nature. It
can then receive and express all spiritual realisations in its own
way and manner. For the tone of the psychic is different from
that of the overhead planes, it has less of greatness, power,
wideness, more of a smaller sweetness, delicate beauty; there is
an intense beauty of emotion, a ne subtlety of true perception,
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an intimate language. The expression sweetness and light can
very well be applied to the psychic as the kernel of its nature. The
spiritual plane, when it takes up these things, gives them a wider
utterance, a greater splendour of light, a stronger sweetness, a
breath of powerful authority, strength and space.

20 October 1936

*

To get the psychic being to emerge is not easy, though it is a very
necessary thing for sadhana and when it does it is not certain
that it will switch on to the above-head planes at once. But
obviously anyone who could psychicise his poetry would get a
unique place among the poets. 20 October 1936

*

I don t suppose the emergence of the psychic would interfere at
all with the inspiration from above. It would be more likely to
help it by making the connection with these planes more direct

and conscious. . . . The direct psychic touch is not frequent in
poetry. It breaks in sometimes  more often there is only a tinge
here and there. 20 October 1936

Psychic and Esoteric Poetry

These poems are quite new in manner  simple and precise and
penetrating.! What you describe is the psychic re, agni pévaka,
which burns in the deeper heart and from there is lighted in the
mind, the vital and the physical body. In the mind Agni creates
a light of intuitive perception and discrimination which sees at
once what is the true vision or idea and the wrong vision or
idea, the true feeling and the wrong feeling, the true movement
and the wrong movement. In the vital he is kindled as a re of
right emotion and a kind of intuitive feeling, a sort of tact which
makes for the right impulse, the right action, the right sense of
things and reaction to things. In the body he initiates a similar

1 Certain poems in Bengali by Dilip Kumar Roy: Agni Disha, Agni Bedan, etc.  Ed.
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but still more automatic correct response to the things of phys-
ical life, sensation, bodily experience. Usually it is the psychic
light in the mind that is rst lit of the three, but not always

for sometimes it is the psycho-vital ame that takes precedence.

In ordinary life also there is no doubt an action of the psy-
chic  without it man would be only a thinking and planning
animal. But its action there is very much veiled, needing always
the mental or vital to express it, usually mixed and not dom-
inant, not unerring therefore; it does often the right thing in
the wrong way, is moved by the right feeling but errs as to the
application, person, place, circumstance. The psychic, except in
a few extraordinary natures, does not get its full chance in the
outer consciousness; it needs some kind of Yoga or sadhana
to come by its own and it is as it emerges more and more

in front that it gets clear of the mixture. That is to say, its
presence becomes directly felt, not only behind and supporting,
but lling the frontal consciousness and no longer dependent
on or dominated by its instruments mind, vital and body,
but dominating them and moulding them into luminosity and
teaching them their own true action.

It is not easy to say whether the poems are esoteric; for
these words esoteric and exoteric are rather ill-de ned in
their signi cance. One understands the distinction between ex-
oteric and esoteric religion that is to say, on one side, creed,
dogma, mental faith, religious worship and ceremony, religious
and moral practice and discipline, on the other an inner seeking
piercing beyond the creed and dogma and ceremony or nd-
ing their hidden meaning, living deeply within in spiritual and
mystic experience. But how shall we de ne an esoteric poetry?
Perhaps what deals in an occult way with the occult may be
called esoteric e.g., the Bird of Fire, Trance, etc. The Two
Moons? is, it is obvious, desperately esoteric. But | don t know
whether an intimate spiritual experience simply and limpidly
told without veil or recondite image can be called esoteric
for the word usually brings the sense of something kept back

2 Now called Moon of Two Hemispheres.  Ed.
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from the ordinary eye, hidden, occult. Is Nirvana for instance
an esoteric poem? There is no veil or symbol there it tries
to state the experience as precisely and overtly as possible. The
experience of the psychic re and psychic discrimination is an
intimate spiritual experience, but it is direct and simple like all
psychic things. The poem which expresses it may easily be some-
thing deeply inward, esoteric in that sense, but simple, unveiled
and clear, not esoteric in the more usual sense. | rather think,
however, the term esoteric poem is a misnomer and some
other phraseology would be more accurate. 30 April 1935

*

I don t think your poetry is more esoteric than in the earlier
poems for esoteric means something that only the initiated
in the mysteries can understand; to be concerned with spiritual
aspiration does not make a poem esoteric, such poems can be
perfectly well understood by those who are not mystics or Yogis.
Yours are certainly not more esoteric or Yogic than Nishikanta s
with his frequent incursions into the occult and if Tagore could
be knocked over by the Rajahansa poem, that shows that Yogic
poetry can be appreciated by him and by others. | take it that it
is a transition to a new style of writing that meets with so much
opposition and these are only excuses for the refusal of the mind
to appreciate what is new. On the other hand those who have
not the prejudice have not the dif culty. With time the obstacle
will disappear. 24 July 1936

Mystic Poetry

Mystic poetry does not mean anything exactly or apparently; it
means things suggestively and reconditely,  things that are not
known and classi ed by the intellect.

What you are asking is to reduce what is behind to intellec-
tual terms, which is to make it something quite different from
itself. 3 December 1936
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Mystic poetry has a perfectly concrete meaning, much more than
intellectual poetry which is much more abstract. The nature of
the intellect is abstraction; spirituality and mysticism deal with
the concrete by their very nature. 8 December 1936

*

The dif culty most people feel is that they expect an intellectual
meaning quite clear on the surface and through that they get
at the bhéva of the deeper signi cance (if there is any) but
in mystic poetry, often though not always, one has to catch the
bhéiva of the deeper signi cance directly through the gures and
by that arrive at the form of the intellectual meaning or else share
in the inner vision, whichever may be the thing to be conveyed
by the poem.

*

Mystic poetry can be written from any plane, provided the writer
gets an inspiration from the inner consciousness whether mind,
vital or subtle physical. 20 October 1936

The Aim of the Mystic Poet

There are truths and there are transcriptions of truths; the tran-
scriptions may be accurate or may be free and imaginative. The
truth behind a poetic creation is there on some plane or other,
supraphysical generally and from there the suggestion of the
image too originally comes; even the whole transcription itself
can be contributed from there, but ordinarily it is the minds
faculty of imagination which gives it form and body. Poetic
imagination is very usually satis ed with beauty of idea and
image only and the aesthetic pleasure of it, but there is some-
thing behind it which supplies the Truth in its images, and to get
the transcription also direct from that something or somewhere
behind should be the aim of mystic or spiritual poetry. When
Shelley made the spirits of Nature speak, he was using his imag-
ination, but there was something behind in him which felt and
knew and believed in the truth of the thing he was expressing
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he felt that there were forms more real than living man behind
the veil. But his method of presentation was intellectual and
imaginative, so one misses the full life in these impalpable g-
ures. To get a more intimate and spiritually concrete presentation
should be the aim of the mystic poet. 16 November 1933

Symbolism and Allegory

There is a considerable difference between symbolism and alle-
gory; they are not at all the same thing. Allegory comes in when
a quality or other abstract thing is personalised and the allegory
proper should be something carefully stylised and deliberately
sterilised of the full aspect of embodied life, so that the essential
meaning or idea may come out with suf cient precision and force
of clarity. One can nd this method in the old mystery plays and
it is a kind of art that has its value. Allegory is an intellectual
form; one is not expected to believe in the personalisation
of the abstract quality, it is only an artistic device. When in
an allegory as in Spenser s Faerie Queene the personalisation,
the embodiment takes rst place and absorbs the major part
of the minds interest, the true style and principle of this art
have been abandoned. The allegorical purpose here becomes
a submerged strain and is really of secondary importance, our
search for it a by-play of the mind; we read for the beauty and
interest of the gures and movements presented to us, not for
this submerged signi cance. An allegory must be intellectually
precise and clear in its representative gures as well as in
their basis, however much adorned with imagery and personal
expression; otherwise it misses its purpose. A symbol expresses
on the contrary not the play of abstract things or ideas put into
imaged form, but a living truth or inward vision or experience of
things, so inward, so subtle, so little belonging to the domain of
intellectual abstraction and precision that it cannot be brought
out except through symbolic images the more these images
have a living truth of their own which corresponds intimately
to the living truth they symbolise, suggests the very vibration of
the experience itself, the greater becomes the art of the symbolic
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expression. When the symbol is a representative sign or gure
and nothing more, then the symbolic approaches nearer to an
intellectual method, though even then it is not the same thing
as allegory. In mystic poetry the symbol ought to be as much as
possible the natural body of the inner truth or vision, itself an
intimate part of the experience. 16 18 November 1933

*

Lord, what an incorrigible mentaliser and allegorist you are!
If the bird were either consciousness or the psychic or light, it
would be an allegory and all the mystic beauty would be gone. A
living symbol and a mental allegorical symbol are not the same
thing. You cant put a label on the Bird of Marvel any more
than on the Bird of Fire or any other of the fauna or ora or
population of the mystic kingdoms. They can be described, but
to label them destroys their life and makes them only stuffed
specimens in an allegorical museum. Mystic symbols are living
things, not abstractions. Why insist on killing them? Jyoti has
described the Bird and told you all that is necessary about him

the rest you have to feel and live inside, not dissect and put
the fragments into neatly arranged drawers. 8 August 1936

Symbolic Poetry and Mystic Poetry

I suppose the poem you sent me might be described as the poetic
rendering of a symbolic vision it is not a mystic poem. A
poem can no doubt be symbolic and mystic at the same time.
For instance Nishikanta s English poem of the vision of the Lion-

ame and the Deer- ame, beauty and power, was symbolic and
mystic at once. It is when the thing seen is spiritually lived and
has an independent vivid reality of its own which exceeds any
conceptual signi cance it may have on the surface that it is
mystic. Symbols may be of various kinds; there are those that are
concealing images capable of intellectual interpretation but still
different from either symbolic or allegorical gures and there
are those that have a more intimate life of their own and are not
conceptual so much as occultly vital in their signi cance; there
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are still others that need a psychic or spiritual or at least an inner
and intuitive insight to identify oneself fully with their meaning.
In a poem which uses conceptual symbols the mind is more active
and the reader wants to know what it means to the mind; but
as minds differ, the poet may attach one meaning to it and the
reader may nd another, if the image used is at all an enigmatic
one, not mentally clear and precise. In the more deeply symbolist

still more in the mystic  poem the mind is submerged in the
vividness of the reality and any mental explanation falls far short
of what is felt and lived in the deeper vital or psychic response.
This is what Housman in his book tries to explain with regard to
Blake s poetry, though he seems to me to miss altogether the real
nature of the response. It is not the mere sensation to which what
he calls pure poetry appeals but to a deeper inner life or life-soul
within us which has profounder depths than the thinking mind
and responds with a certain kind of soul-excitement or ecstasy

the physical vibrations on which he lays stress are merely a
very outward result of this sudden stir within the occult folds of
the being. Mystic poetry can strike still deeper it can stir the
inmost and subtlest recesses of the life-soul and the secret inner
mind at the same time; it can even, if it is of the right kind, go
beyond these also to the pure inmost psyche.

Some Mystic Symbols

If you expect matter of fact verisimilitude from N. or a scienti ¢
ornithologically accurate swan, you are knocking at the wrong
door. But | dont see exactly the point of your objection. The
lake [in a poem] is not a lake but a symbol; the swan is not a
swan but a symbol. You can t expect the lake merely to ripple
and do nothing else or the swan simply to swim and eat and
do nothing else. It is as much a symbol as the Bird of Fire or
the Bird of the Vedic poet who faced the guardians of the Soma
and brought the Soma to Indra (or was it to a Rishi? | have
forgotten)  perhaps carrying a pot or several pots in his claws
and beak!! for | dont know how else he could have done it.
How is he to use his symbol if you do not make allowances
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for a miraculous Swan? If the swan does nothing but what an
ordinary swan does, it ceases to be a symbol and becomes only
a metaphor. The animals of these symbols belong not to earth
but to Wonderland. 13 March 1936

*

The objection that stars do not get  stands only if the poem
describes objective phenomena or aims at using purely objec-
tive images. But if the vision behind the poem is subjective, the
objection holds no longer. The mystic subjective vision admits a
consciousness in physical things and gives them a subtle physical
life which is not that of the material existence. If a consciousness
is felt in the stars and if that consciousness expresses itself in
subtle physical images to the vision of the poet, there can be
no impossibility of a star being such expressions
attribute a mystical life to the stars and can appropriately express
this in mystic images. | agree with you about the neness of the
line. 27 May 1936

*

Surely the image of a last star of the night is not so dif cult
to understand. It is not a physical star obviously. It is a light in
the night and the night is not physical. There is no variation.
Star is a light in the night, | suppose  night is the night of
ignorance here, very evidently  so a star is an illumination of
the ignorance which is very different from the illumination of
dawn and must disappear in the dawn. That is common sense,
it seems to me. | am not aware that | have set up deer asa
symbol of beauty. It was Nishikanta who did so in his fable of
the deer and the lion. Every poet can use symbols in his own
way, he is not bound by any xed mathematics of symbolism.
26 January 1937

*

A symbol must always convey a sense of reality to the feeling
(not the intellect), but here (if it has the meaning I give it) it is
obviously only a metaphorical gure for a ray of Light, Con-
sciousness etc. 29 December 1936
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Some Problems in Writing Mystic Poetry

This is the real stumbling-block of mystic poetry and specially
mystic poetry of this kind. The mystic feels real and present,
even ever-present to his experience, intimate to his being, truths
which to the ordinary reader are intellectual abstractions or
metaphysical speculations. He is writing of experiences that are
foreign to the ordinary mentality. Either they are unintelligible
to it and in meeting them it ounders about as in an obscure
abyss or it takes them as poetic fancies expressed in intellec-
tually devised images. He uses words and images in order to
convey to the mind some perception, some gure of that which
is beyond thought. To the mystic there is no such thing as an
abstraction. Everything which to the intellectual mind is ab-
stract has a concreteness, substantiality which is more real than
the sensible form of an object or of a physical event. To him,
consciousness is the very stuff of existence and he can feel it
everywhere enveloping and penetrating the stone as much as
man or the animal. A movement, a ow of consciousness is not
to him an image but a fact. What is to be done under these
circumstances? The mystical poet can only describe what he has
felt, seen in himself or others or in the world just as he has felt
or seen it or experienced through exact vision, close contact or
identity and leave it to the general reader to understand or not
understand or misunderstand according to his capacity. A new
kind of poetry demands a new mentality in the recipient as well
as in the writer.

Another question is the place of philosophy in poetry or
whether it has any place at all. Some romanticists seem to believe
that the poet has no right to think at all, only to see and feel. |
hold that philosophy has its place and can even take a leading
place along with psychological experience as it does in the Gita.
All depends on how it is done, whether it is a dry or a living
philosophy, an arid intellectual statement or the expression not
only of the living truth of thought but of something of its beauty,
its light or its power.

The theory which discourages the poet from thinking or at
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least from thinking for the sake of the thought proceeds from
an extreme romanticist temper; it reaches its acme on one side
in the question of the surrealist, Why do you want poetry
to mean anything? and on the other in Housman s exaltation
of pure poetry which he describes paradoxically as a sort of
sublime nonsense which does not appeal at all to the mental
intelligence but knocks at the solar plexus and awakes a vital and
physical rather than intellectual sensation and response. It is of
course not that really but a vividness of imagination and feeling
which disregards the mind s positive view of things and its logical
sequences; the centre or centres it knocks at are not the brain-
mind, not even the poetic intelligence but the subtle physical,
the nervous, the vital or the psychic centre. The poem he quotes
from Blake is certainly not nonsense, but it has no positive and
exact meaning for the intellect or the surface mind; it expresses
certain things that are true and real, not nonsense but a deeper
sense which we feel powerfully with a great stirring of some
inner emotion, but any attempt at exact intellectual statement
of them sterilises their sense and spoils their appeal. This is not
the method of the highest spiritual poetry. Its expression aims
at a certain force, directness and spiritual clarity and reality.
When it is not understood, it is because the truths it expresses
are unfamiliar to the ordinary mind or belong to an untrodden
domain or domains or enter into a eld of occult experience; it
is not because there is any attempt at a dark or vague profundity
or at an escape from thought. The thinking is not intellectual
but intuitive or more than intuitive, always expressing a vision,
a spiritual contact or a knowledge which has come by entering
into the thing itself, by identity.

It may be noted that the greater romantic poets did not shun
thought; they thought abundantly, almost endlessly. They have
their characteristic view of life, something that one might call
their philosophy, their world-view, and they express it. Keats was
the most romantic of poets, but he could write To philosophise
| dare not yet ; he did not write | am too much of a poet to
philosophise. To philosophise he regarded evidently as mount-
ing on the admiral s ag-ship and ying an almost royal banner.
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Spiritual philosophic poetry is different; it expresses or tries to
express a total and many-sided vision and experience of all the
planes of being and their action upon each other. Whatever
language, whatever terms are necessary to convey this truth of
vision and experience it uses without scruple, not admitting any
mental rule of what is or is not poetic. It does not hesitate to
employ terms which might be considered as technical when these
can be turned to express something direct, vivid and powerful.
That need not be an introduction of technical jargon, that is
to say, | suppose, special and arti cial language, expressing in
this case only abstract ideas and generalities without any living
truth or reality in them. Such jargon cannot make good litera-
ture, much less good poetry. But there is a poeticism which
establishes a sanitary cordon against words and ideas which
it considers as prosaic but which properly used can strengthen
poetry and extend its range. That limitation | do not admit as
legitimate.

I am justifying a poets right to think as well as to see
and feel, his right to dare to philosophise . | agree with the
modernists in their revolt against the romanticist s insistence on
emotionalism and his objection to thinking and philosophical
re ection in poetry. But the modernist went too far in his revolt.
In trying to avoid what | may call poeticism he ceased to be
poetic; wishing to escape from rhetorical writing, rhetorical pre-
tension to greatness and beauty of style, he threw out true poetic
greatness and beauty, turned from a deliberately poetic style to a
colloquial tone and even to very at writing; especially he turned
away from poetic rhythm to a prose or half-prose rhythm or to
no rhythm at all. Also he has weighed too much on thought
and has lost the habit of intuitive sight; by turning emotion
out of its intimate chamber in the house of Poetry, he has had
to bring in to relieve the dryness of much of his thought, too
much exaggeration of the lower vital and sensational reactions
untransformed or else transformed only by exaggeration. Never-
theless he has perhaps restored to the poet the freedom to think
as well as to adopt a certain straightforwardness and directness
of style.
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Now | come to the law prohibiting repetition. This rule
aims at a certain kind of intellectual elegance which comes into
poetry when the poetic intelligence and the call for a re ned
and classical taste begin to predominate. It regards poetry as
a cultural entertainment and amusement of the highly civilised
mind; it interests by a faultless art of words, a constant and in-
genious invention, a sustained novelty of ideas, incidents, word
and phrase. An unfailing variety or the outward appearance of
it is one of the elegances of this art. But all poetry is not of this
kind; its rule does not apply to poets like Homer or Valmiki
or other early writers. The Veda might almost be described as
a mass of repetitions; so might the work of Vaishnava poets
and the poetic literature of devotion generally in India. Arnold
has noted this distinction when speaking of Homer; he men-
tioned especially that there is nothing objectionable in the close
repetition of the same word in the Homeric way of writing. In
many things Homer seems to make a point of repeating himself.
He has stock descriptions, epithets always reiterated, lines even
which are constantly repeated again and again when the same
incident returns in his narrative, e.g. the line,

doupésen de pesdn arabdse de teuche ep autdi.
Down with a thud he fell and his armour clangoured upon him.

He does not hesitate also to repeat the bulk of a line with a
variation at the end, e.g.

bé de kat Oulumpoio karénén chéomenos kér.
And again the
bé de kat Oulumpoio karénén arxasa.

Down from the peaks of Olympus he came, wrath vexing his
heart-strings and again, Down from the peaks of Olympus she
came impetuously darting. He begins another line elsewhere
with the same word and a similar action and with the same
nature of a human movement physical and psychological in a
scene of Nature, here a man s silent sorrow listening to the roar
of the ocean:
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bé d akebn para thina poluphloisboio thalassés
Silent he walked by the shore of the many-rumoured ocean.

In mystic poetry also repetition is not objectionable; it is resorted
to by many poets, sometimes with insistence. | may note as
an example the constant repetition of the word Ritam, truth,
sometimes eight or nine times in a short poem of nine or ten
stanzas and often in the same line. This does not weaken the
poem, it gives it a singular power and beauty. The repetition
of the same key ideas, key images and symbols, key words or
phrases, key epithets, sometimes key lines or half lines is a con-
stant feature. They give an atmosphere, a signi cant structure,
a sort of psychological frame, an architecture. 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. He uses &vrtti, repetition, as one
of the most powerful means of carrying home what has been
thought or seen and xing it in the mind in an atmosphere of
light and beauty. Moreover, the object is not only to present a
secret truth in its true form and true vision but to drive it home
by the nding of the true word, the true phrase, the mot juste,
the true image or symbol, if possible the inevitable word; if that
is there, nothing else, repetition included, matters much. This is
natural when the repetition is intended, serves a purpose; but it
can hold even when the repetition is not deliberate but comes
in naturally in the stream of the inspiration. | see, therefore,
no objection to the recurrence of the same or similar image
such as sea and ocean, sky and heaven in a lone long passage
provided each is the right thing and rightly worded in its place.
The same rule applies to words, epithets, ideas. It is only if the
repetition is clumsy or awkward, too burdensomely insistent, at
once unneeded and inexpressive or amounts to a disagreeable
and meaningless echo that it must be rejected. 19 March 1946
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Repetition of Images in Mystic Poetry

What she writes has a living beauty in it. But this constant
repetition of the same images has been there since the beginning.
It is perhaps inevitable in a restricted mystic vision; for you nd
it in the Veda and the Vaishnava poets and everywhere almost.
To be more various one must get a wide consciousness where all
is possible. 17 February 1937

Mystic Poetry and Spiritual Poetry

| do not remember the context of the passage you quote from The
Future Poetry,? but | suppose | meant to contrast the veiled ut-
terance of what is usually called mystic poetry with the luminous
and assured clarity of the fully expressed spiritual experience. |
did not mean to contrast it with the mental clarity which is aimed
at usually by poetry in which the intelligence or thinking mind is
consulted at each step. The concreteness of intellectual imaged
description is one thing and spiritual concreteness is another.

Two birds, companions, seated on one tree, but one eats the
fruit, the other eats not but watches his fellow that has an
illumining spiritual clarity and concreteness to one who has had
the experience, but mentally and intellectually it might mean
anything or nothing. Poetry uttered with the spiritual clarity may
be compared to sunlight  poetry uttered with the mystic veil to
moonlight. But it was not my intention to deny beauty, power or
value to the moonlight. Note that | have distinguished between
two kinds of mysticism, one in which the realisation or experi-
ence is vague, though inspiringly vague, the other in which the
experience is revelatory and intimate, but the utterance it nds
is veiled by the image, not thoroughly revealed by it. | do not
know to which Tagore s recent poetry belongs, | have not read it.

3 ... mysticism in its unfavourable or lesser sense comes when either we glimpse
but do not intimately realise the now secret things of the spirit or, realising, yet can-
not nd their direct language, their intrinsic way of utterance, and have to use ob-
scurely luminous hints or a thick drapery of symbol, when we have the revelation,
but not the inspiration, the sight but not the word. Sri Aurobindo, The Future
Poetry, volume 26 of THE COMPLETE WORKS OF SRI AUROBINDO, pp. 213 14.
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The latter kind of poetry (where there is the intimate experience)
can be of great power and value  witness Blake. Revelation is
greater than inspiration it brings the direct knowledge and
seeing, inspiration gives the expression, but the two are not
always equal. There is even an inspiration without revelation,
when one gets the word but the thing remains behind the veil; the
transcribing consciousness expresses something with power, like
a medium, of which it has not itself the direct sight or the living
possession. It is better to get the sight of the thing itself than
merely express it by an inspiration which comes from behind
the veil, but this kind of poetry too has often a great light and
power in it. The highest inspiration brings the intrinsic word,
the spiritual mantra; but even where the inspiration is less than
that, has a certain vagueness or uidity of outline, you cannot
say of such mystic poetry that it has no inspiration, not the
inspired word at all. Where there is no inspiration, there can be
no poetry. 10 June 1936

Spiritual Poetry

The spiritual vision must never be intellectual, philosophical or
abstract, it must always give the sense of something vivid, living
and concrete, a thing of vibrant beauty or a thing of power.
An abstract spiritual poetry is possible but that is not Amals
manner. The poetry of spiritual vision as distinct from that of
spiritual thought abounds in images, unavoidably because that
is the straight way to avoid abstractness; but these images must
be felt as very real and concrete things, otherwise they become
like the images used by the philosophic poets, decorative to the
thought rather than realities of the inner vision and experience.

28 May 1937

*

Spiritual imagery is perfectly free. Occult imagery usually xes
itself to a system of symbols, otherwise it can t be understood
even by the initiates. But spiritual imagery is usually simple and
clear. 26 January 1937
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Use of High Light Words in Spiritual Poetry

A.E.s remarks about immensity etc. are very interesting to
me; for these are the very words, with others like them, that
are constantly recurring at short intervals in my poetry when |
express, not spiritual thought, but spiritual experience. | knew
perfectly well that this recurrence would be objected to as bad
technique or an inadmissible technique; but this seems to me a
reasoning from the conventions of a past order which cannot
apply to a new poetry dealing with spiritual things. A new art
of words written from a new consciousness demands a new
technique. A.E. himself admits that this rule makes a great dif-

culty because these high light words are few in the English
language. This solution may do well enough for him, because the
realisations which they represent are in him mental realisations
or intuitions occurring on the summits of the consciousness,
rare high lights over the low tones of the ordinary natural or
occult experience (ordinary, of course, to him, not to the average
man), and so his solution does not violate the truth of his vision,
does not misrepresent the balance or harmony of its natural
tones. But what of one who lives in an atmosphere full of these
high lights  in a consciousness in which the nite, not only the
occult but even the earthly nite is bathed in the sense of the
eternal, the illimitable and in nite, the immensities or intimacies
of the timeless. To follow A.E. s rule might well mean to falsify
this atmosphere, to substitute a merely aesthetic fabrication for a
true seeing and experience. Truth rst  a technique expressive
of the truth in the forms of beauty has to be found, if it does
not exist. It is no use arguing from the spiritual inadequacy of
the English language; the inadequacy does not exist and, even if
it did, the language will have to be made adequate. It has been
plastic enough in the past to succeed in expressing all that it
was asked to express, however new; it must now be urged to
a new progress. In fact, the power is there and has only to be
brought out more fully to serve the full occult, mystic, spiritual
purpose. 5 February 1932
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Spiritual Poetry in India

But what a change in India. Once religious or spiritual poetry
held the rst place (Tukaram, Mirabai, Tulsidas, Surdas, the
Tamil Alwars and Shaiva poets, and a number of others) and
now spiritual poetry is not poetry, altogether ! But luckily
things are and the movability may bring back an older and
sounder feeling.
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The Poet, the Yogi and the Rishi

It is quite natural for the poets to vaunt their metier as the
highest reach of human capacity and themselves as the top of
creation; it is also natural for the intellectuals to run down the
Yogi or the Rishi who claims to reach a higher consciousness
than that which they conceive to be the summit of human
achievement. The poet indeed lives still in the mind and is not
yet a spiritual seer, but he represents to the human intellect the
highest point of mental seership where the imagination tries
to gure and embody in words its intuition of things, though
that stands far below the vision of things that can be grasped
only by spiritual experience. It is for that the poet is exalted
as the real seer and prophet. There is too, helping the idea,
the error of the modern or European mentality which so easily
confuses the mentalised vital or life being with the soul and the
idealising mind with spirituality. The poet imaging mental or
physical beauty is for the outer mind something more spiritual
than the seer or the God-lover experiencing the eternal peace or
the ineffable ecstasy. Yet the Rishi or Yogi can drink of a deeper
draught of Beauty and Delight than the imagination of the poet
at its highest can conceive. ( The Divine is Delight.)
And it is not only the unseen Beauty that he can see but the
visible and tangible also has for him a face of the All-Beautiful
which the mind cannot discover. 10 November 1934

*

You seem almost to say that the poet is necessarily not a seer or
Rishi. But if the mere poet is not a Rishi, the Rishi after all can
be apoet the greater can contain the less, even though the less
is not the greater. 11 November 1934
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A Rishi is one who sees or discovers an inner truth and puts it
into self-effective language the mantra. Either new truth or
old truth made new by expression and intuitive realisation.

He [Ramana Mabharshi] has experienced certain eternal
truths by process of Yoga | dont think it is by Rishilike
intuition or illumination, nor has he the mantra.

10 February 1936

*

A Rishi may be a Yogi, but also he may not; a Yogi too may be
a Rishi, but also he may not. Just as a philosopher may or may
not be a poet and a poet may or may not be a philosopher.
Poetic intuition and illumination is not the same thing as
Rishi intuition and illumination. 11 February 1936

The Poet and the Prophet

Essentially the poets value lies in his poetic and not in his
prophetic power. If he is a prophet also, the intrinsic worth
of his prophecy lies in its own value, his poetic merit does not
add to that, only it gives to its expression a power that perhaps
it would not have otherwise. 7 November 1934

The Poet and the Verse Writer

No poet feels his poetry asa normal phenomenon he feels it
as an inspiration  of course anybody could make poetry by
learning the rules of prosody and a little practice. In fact many
people write verse, but the poets are few. Who are the ordinary
poets? There is no such thing as an ordinary poet.

30 June 1936

*

All that is written in metre is called verse. If it is written with
inspiration, it is poetry. 27 May 1937
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The Born Poet

You must remember that you are not a born poet you are
trying to bring out something from the Unmanifest inside you.
You can t demand that that should be an easy job. It may come
out suddenly and without apparent reason like the Ananda

but you can t demand it. The pangs of delivery cannot always
be avoided. 8 June 1934

*

A born poet is usually a genius, poetry with any power or beauty
in it implies genius. 13 February 1936

Poetic Genius

Poetic genius  without which there cannot be any originality

is inborn, but it takes time to come out  the rst work even
of great poets is often unoriginal. That is in ordinary life. In
Yoga poetic originality can come by an opening from within,
even if it was not there before in such a way as to be available
in this life. 22 March 1934

*

For poetry one must have a special inspiration or genius. With
literary capacity one can write good verse only.

Genius usually means an inborn power which develops of
itself. Talent and capacity are not genius, that can be acquired.
But that is the ordinary rule, by Yoga one can manifest what is
concealed in the being. 22 September 1934

Genius

I never heard of anyone getting genius by effort. One can increase
one s talent by training and labour, but genius is a gift of Nature.
By sadhana it is different, one can do it; but that is not the fruit
of effort, but either of an in ow or by an opening or liberation
of some impersonal power or manifestation of unmanifested
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power. No rule can be made in such things; it depends on persons
and circumstances how far the manifestation of genius by Yoga
will go or what shape it will take or to what degree or height it
will rise. 28 July 1938

*

Of course it is quite possible to be an idiot and a genius at
the same time  one can, that is to say, be the medium of a spe-
cialised and speci c force which leaves the rest of the being brute
stuff, unchanged and undeveloped. Genius is a phenomenon sui
generis and many anomalies occur in its constitution by Nature.

13 February 1936
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Power of Expression and Spiritual Experience

All depends on the power of expression of the poet. A poet like
Shakespeare or Shelley or Wordsworth though without spiritual
experience may in an inspired moment become the medium
of an expression of spiritual Truth which is beyond him and
the expression, as it is not that of his own mind, may be very
powerful and living, not merely aesthetically agreeable. On the
other hand a poet with spiritual experience may be hampered
by his medium or by his transcribing brain or by an insuf cient
mastery of language and rhythm and give an expression which
may mean much to him but not convey the power and breath
of it to others. The English poets of the 17th century often
used a too intellectual mode of expression for their poetry to
be a means of living communication to others except in rare
moments of an unusual vision and inspiration; it is these that
give their work its value. 8 July 1935

Experience and Imagination

But is it necessary to say which is which?* It is not possible
to deny that it was an experience, even if one cannot af rm it

not being in the consciousness of the writer. But even if it
is an imagination, it is a powerful poetic imagination which
expresses what would be the exact feeling in the real experience.
It seems to me that that is quite enough. There are so many
things in Wordsworth and Shelley which people say were only
mental feelings and imaginations and yet they express the deeper

1 someone said to the correspondent, in regard to a certain poem: This may not be
an experience at all; who knows if it is not an imagination, and how are we to say which
is which? Ed.
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seeings or feelings of the seer. For poetry it seems to me the point
is irrelevant. 27 May 1936

Poetic Expression and Personal Feeling

What you say is quite true. Poets are mediums for a force of
vision and expression that is not theirs, so they need not feel
except by re ection the emotions they utter. But of course that is
not always the case  sometimes they express what they feel or
at any rate what a part of their being feels. 25 September 1934

*

What the poets feel when writing (those who are truly inspired)
is the great Ananda of creation, possession by a great Power
superior to their ordinary minds which puts some emotion or
vision of things into a form of beauty. They feel the emotion of
the thing they express, but not always as a personal feeling, but
as something which seizes hold of them for self-expression. But
the personal feeling also may form a basis for the creation.

26 September 1934

*

These designations, a magni ed ego, an exalted outlook of the
vital mind, apply in sadhana, but hardly to poetic expression
which lifts or ought to lift to a eld of pure personal-impersonal
bhéiva. An utterance of this kind can express a state of con-
sciousness or an experience which is not necessarily the writer s
personal position or ego attitude but that of an inner spirit. So
long as it is so the question of ego does not arise. It arises only
if one turns away from the poem to the writer and asks in what
mood he wrote it and that is a question of psychological fact
alien to the purpose of poetry. 29 June 1935

The Two Parts of the Poetic Creator

Your poem? is forcible enough, but the quality is rather rheto-

2 To a German Soldier Left Behind in Retreat by Arjava.  Ed.
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rical than poetic. Yet at the end there are two lines that are very
ne poetry

Gay singing birds caught in a ring of re
and
A silent scorn that sears Eternity.

If you could not write the whole in that strain, which would
have made it epic almost in pitch, it is, | think, because your
indignation was largely mental and moral, the emotion though
very strong being too much intellectualised in expression to give
the poetic intensity of speech and movement. Indignation, the
saeva indignatio of Juvenal, can produce poetry, but it must be
either vividly a vital revolt which stirs the whole feeling into
a white heat of self-expression as in Milton s famous sonnet

or a high spiritual or deep psychic rejection of the undivine.
Besides, it is well known that the emotion of the external being,
in the raw as it were, does not make good material for poetry;
it has to be transmuted into something deeper, less externally
personal, more permanent before it can be turned into good
poetry. There are always two parts of oneself which collabo-
rate in poetry  the instrumental which lives and feels what is
written, makes a sort of projective identi cation with it, and
the Seer-Creator within who is not involved, but sees the inner
signi cance of it and listens for the word that shall entirely
express this signi cance. It is in some meeting-place of these two
that what is felt or lived is transmuted into true stuff of poetry.
Probably you are not suf ciently detached from this particular
life-experience and the reactions it created to go back deeper into
yourself and transmute it in this way. And yet you have done it
in the two magni cent lines | have noted, which have the virtue
of seizing the inner signi cance behind the thing experienced in
the poetic or interpretative and not in the outward mental way.
The rst of these two lines conveys the pathos and tragedy of the
thing and also the stupidity of the waste much more effectively
than pages of denunciation or comment and the other stresses
with an extraordinary power in a few words the problem as
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ung by the revolting human mind and life against the Cosmic
Impersonal.

The detachment of which you speak, comes by attaining the
poise of the Spirit, the equality, of which the Gita speaks always,
but also by sight, by knowledge. For instance, looking at what
happened in 1914  or for that matter at all that is and has been
happening in human history  the eye of the Yogin sees not only
the outward events and persons and causes, but the enormous
forces which precipitate them into action. If the men who fought
were instruments in the hands of rulers and nanciers, these in
turn were mere puppets in the clutch of those forces. When one
is habituated to see the things behind, one is no longer prone to
be touched by the outward aspects or to expect any remedy
from political, institutional or social changes; the only way out
is through the descent of a consciousness which is not the puppet
of these forces but is greater than they are and can compel them
either to change or disappear. 17 July 1931

Personal Character and Creative Work

The statement that a man s poetry or art need not express any-
thing that has happened in his outer personal life is too obvious
to be made so much of; the real point is how far his work can be
supposed to be a transcript of his inner mind or mental life. It is
obvious that his vital cast, his character may have very little to do
with his writing, it may be its very opposite. His physical mind
also does not determine it; the physical mind of a romantic poet
or artist may very well be that of a commonplace respectable
bourgeois. One who in his ction is a benevolent philanthropist
and reformer full of sentimental pathos, gushful sympathy or
cheery optimistic sunshine may have been in actual life sel sh,
hard, even cruel. All that is now well known and illustrated by
numerous examples in the lives of great poets and artists. It is
evidently in the inner mental personality of a man that the key
to his creation must be discovered, not in his outward mind
or life or not solely or chie y these. But a poem or work of
art need not be (though it may be) an exact transcription of a
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mental or spiritual experience; even, if the creating mind takes
up an incident of the life, a vital impression, emaotion or reaction
that had actually taken place, it need not be anything more than
a starting point for the poetic creation. The | of a poem is
more often than not a dramatic or representative I, nothing
less and nothing more. But it does not help to fall back on the
imagination and say that a man s poetry or art is only the web of
his imagination working with whatever material it may happen
to choose. The question is how the imagination of a poet came
to be cast in this peculiar mould which differentiates him as a
creator not only from the millions who do not create but from
all other poetic creators. There are two possible answers. A poet
or artist may be merely a medium for a creative Force which uses
him as a channel and is concerned only with expression in art and
not with the man s personality or his inner or outer life. Or, man
being a multiple personality, a crowd of personalities which are
tangled up on the surface, but separate within, the poet or artist
in him may be only one of these many personalities concerned
solely with its inner and creative function; it may retire when the
creative act is over leaving the eld to the others. In his work the
poet personality may or may not  use the experiences of the
others as material for his work, but he will then modify them
to suit his own turns and tendencies or express his own ideal of
self or ideal of things. He may too take a hand in the life of the
composite personality, meddle with the activity of the others,
try to square their make-up and action with his own images and
ideals. In fact there is a mixture of the two things that makes
the poet. Fundamentally he is a medium for the creative Force,
which acts through him and uses or picks up anything stored
up in his mind from its inner life or its memories or impressions
of outer life and things, or anything subconscious, subliminal
or superconscious in him, anything it can or cares to make use
of and it moulds it as it chooses for its purpose. But still it
is through the poet personality in him that it works and this
poet personality may be either a mere reed through which the
Spirit blows but which is laid aside after the tune is over or it
may be an active power having some say even in the surface
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mental composition and vital and physical activities of the total
composite creature. In that general possibility there is room for
a hundred degrees and variations and no rule can be laid down
that covers all possible or actual cases. 7 November 1935

Literary Style and Hereditary In uences

It seems to me that this statement® is quite untrue. A man s style
expresses himself, not the sum and outcome of his ancestors.
24 January 1937

Life-Experience and Literary Creation

Emotion alone is not enough for producing anything that can be
called great creation. It can bring out something lyrical and slight
or subjectively expressive and interpretative; but for a great or
signi cant creation there must be a background of life, a vital
rich and stored or a mind and an imagination that has seen
much and observed much or a soul that has striven and been
conscious of its strivings. These or at least one or other of them
are needed, but a limited and ignorant way of living is not likely
to produce them. There may indeed be a lucky accident even in
the worst circumstances  but one cannot count on accidents.
A George Eliot, a George Sand, a Virginia Woolf, a Sappho, or
even a Comtesse de Noailles grew up in other circumstances.
30 April 1933

*

What a stupidly rigid principle!* Can Buddhadev really write
nothing except what he has seen or experienced? What an

3 For style in the full sense is more than the deliberate and designed creation, more
even than the unconscious and involuntary creation, of the individual man who therein
expresses himself. The self that he thus expresses is a bundle of inherited tendencies that
came the man himself can never entirely know whence. Havelock Ellis, The Dance
of Life (London: Constable, 1923), p. 175.

4 The Bengali writer Buddhadev Bose remarked that great literature could not be
produced by people living in entire seclusion in Pondicherry.  Ed.
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unimaginative man he must be! And how dull his stories must
be and how limited.

I wonder whether Victor Hugo had to live in a convicts
prison before he created Jean Valjean. Certainly one has to look
at life, but there is no obligation to copy faithfully from life.
The man of imagination carries a world in himself and a mere
hint or suggestion from life is enough to start it going. It is
recognised now that Balzac and Dickens created out of them-
selves their greatest characters which were not at all faithful to
the life around them. Balzac s descriptions of society are hope-
lessly wrong, he knew nothing about it, but his world is much
more striking and real than the actual world around him which
he misrepresented even life has imitated the gures he made
rather than the other way round.

Besides who is living in entire seclusion in Pondicherry?
There are living men and women around you and human nature
is in full play here as much as in the biggest city  only one has
to have an eye to see what is within them and the imagination
that takes a few bricks and can make out of them a great edi ce

one must be able to see that human nature is one everywhere
and pick out of it the essential things or the interesting things
that can be turned into great art. 26 May 1934

The Illusion of Realism

I am afraid your correspondent is under the grip of what |
may call the illusion of realism. What all artists do is to take
something from life even if it be only a partial hint and
transfer it by the magic of their imagination and make a world
of their own; the realists, e.g., Zola, Tolstoy, do it as much as
anybody else. Each artist is a creator of his own world  why
then insist on this legal ction that the artist s world must appear
as an exact imitation of the actual world around us? Even if it
does so seem, that is only a skilful make-up, an appearance.
It may be constructed to look like that  but why must it be?
The characters and creations of even the most sternly objective

ction, much more the characters and creations of poetry live by
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the law of their own life, which is something in the inner mind
of their creator  they cannot be constructed as copies of things
outside. 30 January 1933






Section Three

Poetic Technique






Technique, Inspiration, Artistry

Inspiration and Technique

You do not need at all to af ict your inspiration by studying met-
rical techniqgue you have all the technique you need, within
you. | have never studied prosody myself in English, at least,

what | know | know by reading and writing and following my
ear and using my intelligence. If one is interested in the technical
study of prosody for its own sake, that is another matter  but
it is not at all indispensable. 28 April 1934

Knowledge of Technique and Intuitive Cognition

As for the technique, there are two different things, the intellec-
tual knowledge which one applies, the intuitive cognition which
acts in its own right, even if it is not actually possessed by
the worker. Many poets for instance have little knowledge of
metrical or linguistic technique and cannot explain how they
write or what are the qualities and elements of their success, but
they write all the same things that are perfect in rhythm and
language. Intellectual knowledge of technique helps of course,
provided one does not make of it a mere device or a rigid fetter.
There are some arts that cannot be done well without some
technical knowledge, e.g. painting, sculpture. 14 May 1936

Artistry of Technique

I dont know that Swinburne failed for this reason before
assenting to such a dictum | should like to know which were
these poems he spoiled by too much artistry of technique. So
far as | remember, his best poems are those in which he is most
perfect in artistry, most curious or skilful, most subtle. I think
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his decline began when he felt himself too much at ease and
poured himself out in an endless waste of melody without car-
ing for substance and the ner nenesses of form. Attention to
technique harms only when a writer is so busy with it that he be-
comes indifferent to substance. But if the substance is adequate,
the attention to technique can only give it greater beauty. Even
devices like a refrain, internal rhymes, etc. can indeed be great
aids to the inspiration and the expression  just as can ordinary
rhyme. It is in my view a serious error to regard metre or rhyme
as arti cial elements, mere external and super uous equipment
restraining the movement and sincerity of poetic form. Metre,
on the contrary, is the most natural mould of expression for
certain states of creative emotion and vision, it is much more
natural and spontaneous than a non-metrical form; the emotion
expresses itself best and most powerfully in a balanced rather
than in a loose and shapeless rhythm. The search for technique
is simply the search for the best and most appropriate form
for expressing what has to be said and once it is found, the
inspiration can ow quite naturally and uently into it. There
can be no harm therefore in close attention to technique so long
as there is no inattention to substance. 24 August 1935

*

There are only two conditions about artistry: (1) that the artistry
does not become so exterior as to be no longer art and (2) that
substance (in which of course I include bhéva) is not left behind
in the desert or else art and bhéva not woven into each other.

*

Swinburne s defect is his preference of sound to sense, but |
would nd it dif cult to nd fault with his music or his rhyth-
mical method. There is no reason why one should not use
assonance and alliteration, if one knows how to use them as
Swinburne did. Everybody cannot succeed like that and those
who cannot must be careful and restrained in their use.

2 November 1934
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Art for Arts Sake

Art for Arts sake? But what after all is meant by this slogan
and what is the real issue behind it? Is it meant, as | think it
was when the slogan rst came into use, that the technique, the
artistry is all in all? The contention would then be that it does
not matter what you write or paint or sculpt or what music
you make or about what you make it so long as it is beautiful
writing, competent painting, good sculpture, ne music. Itis very
evidently true in a certain sense, in this sense that whatever
is perfectly expressed or represented or interpreted under the
conditions of a given art proves itself by that very fact to be
legitimate material for the artists labour. But that free admis-
sion cannot be con ned only to all objects, however common or
deemed to be vulgar  an apple, a kitchen pail, a donkey, a dish
of carrots, it can give a right of citizenship in the domain of
art to a moral theme or thesis, a philosophic conclusion, a social
experiment; even the Five Years Plan or the proceedings of a
District Board or the success of a drainage scheme, an electric
factory or a big hotel can be brought, after the most modern
or the still more robustious Bolshevik mode, into the artists
province. For, technique being all, the sole question would be
whether he as poet, novelist, dramatist, painter or sculptor has
been able to triumph over the dif culties and bring out creatively
the possibilities of his subject. There is no logical basis here for
accepting an apple and rejecting the Apple-Cart. But still you
may say that at least the object of the artist must be art only,

even if he treats ethical, social or political questions, he must not
make it his main object to wing with the enthusiasm of aesthetic
creation a moral, social or political aim. But if in doing it he
satis es the conditions of his art, shows a perfect technique and
in it beauty, power, perfection, why not? The moralist, preacher,
philosopher, social or political enthusiast is often doubled with
an artist  as shining proofs and examples there are Plato and
Shelley, to go no farther. Only, you can say of him on the basis
of this theory that as a work of art his creation should be judged
by its success of craftsmanship and not by its contents; it is not
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made greater by the value of his ethical ideas, his enthusiasms
or his metaphysical seekings.
But then the theory itself is true only up to a certain point.
For technique is a means of expression; one does not write
merely to use beautiful words or paint for the sole sake of line
and colour; there is something that one is trying through these
means to express or to discover. What is that something? The
rst answer would be it is the creation, it is the discovery
of Beauty. Art is for that alone and can be judged only by its
revelation or discovery of Beauty. Whatever is capable of being
manifested as Beauty, is the material of the artist. But there is not
only physical beauty in the world  there is moral, intellectual,
spiritual beauty also. Still one might say that Art for Arts sake
means that only what is aesthetically beautiful must be expressed
and all that contradicts the aesthetic sense of beauty must be
avoided, Art has nothing to do with Life in itself, things in
themselves, Good, Truth or the Divine for their own sake, but
only in so far as they appeal to some aesthetic sense of beauty.
And that would seem to be a sound basis for excluding the
Five Years Plan, a moral sermon or a philosophical treatise.
But here again, what after all is Beauty? How much is it in the
thing itself and how much in the consciousness that perceives it?
Is not the eye of the artist constantly catching some element of
aesthetic value in the plain, the ugly, the sordid, the repellent and
triumphantly conveying it through his material, through the
word, through line and colour, through the sculptured shape?
There is a certain state of Yogic consciousness in which all
things become beautiful to the eye of the seer simply because
they spiritually are  because they are a rendering in line and
form of the quality and force of existence, of the consciousness,
of the Ananda that rules the worlds, of the hidden Divine.
What a thing is to the exterior sense may not be, often is not
beautiful for the ordinary aesthetic vision, but the Yogin sees in
it the something More which the external eye does not see, he
sees the soul behind, the self and spirit, he sees too lines, hues,
harmonies and expressive dispositions which are not to the rst
surface sight visible or seizable. It may be said that he brings into
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the object something that is in himself, transmutes it by adding
out of his own being to it  as the artist too does something of
the same kind but in another way. It is not quite that however,
what the Yogin sees, what the artist sees, is there  his is a
transmuting vision because it is a revealing vision; he discovers
behind what the object appears to be the something More that it
is. And so from this point of view of a realised supreme harmony
all is or can be subject-matter for the artist because in all he can
discover and reveal the Beauty that is everywhere. Again we land
ourselves in a devastating catholicity; for here too one cannot
pull up short at any given line. It may be a hard saying that one
must or may discover and reveal beauty in a pig or its poke or in
a parish pump or an advertisement of somebody s pills, and yet
something like that seems to be what modern Art and literature
are trying with vigour and a conscientious labour to do. By
extension one ought to be able to extract beauty equally well
out of morality or social reform or a political caucus or allow
at least that all these things can, if he wills, become legitimate
subjects for the artist. Here too one cannot say that it is on
condition he thinks of beauty only and does not make moralising
or social reform or a political idea his main object. For if with
that idea foremost in his mind he still produces a great work of
art, discovering Beauty as he moves to his aim, proving himself
in spite of his unaesthetic preoccupations a great artist, it is all
we can justly ask from him  whatever his starting point  to
be a creator of Beauty. Art is discovery and revelation of Beauty
and we can say nothing more by way of prohibition or limiting
rule.
But there is one thing more that can be said, and it makes
a big difference. In the Yogins vision of universal beauty all
becomes beautiful, but all is not reduced to a single level. There
are gradations, there is a hierarchy in this All-Beauty and we
see that it depends on the ascending power (vibhuti) of con-
sciousness and Ananda that expresses itself in the object. All is
the Divine, but some things are more divine than others. In the
artists vision too there are or can be gradations, a hierarchy
of values. Shakespeare can get dramatic and therefore aesthetic
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values out of Dogberry and Malvolio, and he is as thorough
a creative artist in his treatment of them as in his handling of
Macbeth or Lear. But if we had only Dogberry or Malvolio to
testify to Shakespeare s genius, no Macbeth, no Lear, would he
be so great a dramatic artist and creator as he now is? It is in the
varying possibilities of one subject or another that there lies an
immense difference. Apelles grapes deceived the birds that came
to peck at them, but there was more aesthetic content in the Zeus
of Phidias, a greater content of consciousness and therefore of
Ananda to express and with it to 1l in and intensify the essential
principle of Beauty even though the essence of beauty might be
realised perhaps with equal aesthetic perfection by either artist
and in either theme.

And that is because just as technique is not all, so even
Beauty is not all in Art. Art is not only technique or form of
Beauty, not only the discovery or the expression of Beauty,
it is a self-expression of Consciousness under the conditions of
aesthetic vision and a perfect execution. Or to put it otherwise
there are not only aesthetic values but life-values, mind-values,
soul-values, that enter into Art. The artist puts out into form
not only the powers of his own consciousness but the powers of
the Consciousness that has made the worlds and their objects.
And if that Consciousness according to the Vedantic view is fun-
damentally equal everywhere, it is still in manifestation not an
equal power in all things. There is more of the Divine expression
in the Vibhuti than in the common man, prékrto janah; in some
forms of life there are less potentialities for the self-expression
of the Spirit than in others. And there are also gradations of
consciousness which make a difference, if not in the aesthetic
value or greatness of a work of art, yet in its contents value.
Homer makes beauty out of man s outward life and action and
stops there. Shakespeare rises one step farther and reveals to us
a life-soul and life-forces and life-values to which Homer had no
access. In Valmiki and Vyasa there is the constant presence of
great ldea-Forces and Ideals supporting life and its movements
which were beyond the scope of Homer and Shakespeare. And
beyond the Ideals and Idea-Forces even there are other presences,
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more inner or inmost realities, a soul behind things and beings,
the spirit and its powers, which could be the subject-matter of
an art still more rich and deep and abundant in its interest than
any of these could be. A poet nding these and giving them a
voice with a genius equal to that of the poets of the past might
not be greater than they in a purely aesthetical valuation, but
his art s contents-value, its consciousness-values could be deeper
and higher and much fuller than in any achievement before him.
There is something here that goes beyond any considerations of
Art for Art s sake or Art for Beauty s sake; for while these stress
usefully sometimes the indispensable rst elements of artistic
creation, they would limit too much the creation itself if they
stood for the exclusion of the something More that compels Art
to change always in its constant seeking for more and more that
must be expressed of the concealed or the revealed Divine, of
the individual and the universal or the transcendent Spirit.

If we take these three elements as making the whole of Art,
perfection of expressive form, discovery of beauty, revelation
of the soul and essence of things and the powers of creative
consciousness and Ananda of which they are the vehicles, then
we shall get perhaps a solution which includes the two sides of
the controversy and reconciles their difference. Art for Art s sake
certainly  Art as a perfect form and discovery of Beauty; but
also Art for the soul s sake, the spirit s sake and the expression of
all that the soul, the spirit wants to seize through the medium of
beauty. In that self-expression there are grades and hierarchies

widenings and steps that lead to the summits. And not only
to enlarge Art towards the widest wideness but to ascend with
it to the heights that climb towards the Highest is and must be

part both of our aesthetic and our spiritual endeavour.
17 April 1933



Rhythm

Two Factors in Poetic Rhythm

If your purpose is to acquire not only metrical skill but the sense
and the power of rhythm, to study the poets may do something,
but not all. There are two factors in poetic rhythm, there
is the technique (the variation of movement without spoiling
the fundamental structure of the metre, right management of
vowel and consonantal assonances and dissonances, the master-
ful combination of the musical element of stress with the less
obvious element of quantity, etc.), and there is the secret soul of
rhythm which uses but exceeds these things. The rst you can
learn, if you read with your ear always in a tapasyd of vigilant
attention to these constituents, but without the second what
you achieve may be technically faultless and even skilful, but
poetically a dead letter. This soul of rhythm can only be found
by listening in to what is behind the music of words and sounds
and things. You will get something of it by listening for that
subtler element in great poetry, but mostly it must either grow
or suddenly open in yourself. This sudden opening can come
if the Power within wishes to express itself in that way. | have
seen more than once a sudden owering of capacities in every
kind of activity come by a rapid opening of the consciousness,
so that one who laboured long without the least success to ex-
press himself in rhythm becomes a master of poetic language
and cadences almost in a day. Poetry is a question of the right
concentrated silence or seeking somewhere in the mind with the
right openness to the Word that is trying to express itself  for
the Word is there ready to descend in those inner planes where
all artistic forms take birth, but it is the transmitting mind that
must change and become a perfect channel and not an obstacle.

*
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How can rhythm be explained? It is a matter of the ear, not of
the intellect. Of course there are the technical elements, but you
say you do not understand yet about them. But it is not a mat-
ter of technique only, the same outer technique can produce
successful or unsuccessful rhythms (live or dead rhythms). One
has to learn to distinguish by the ear, and the dif culty for you
is to get the right sense of the cadences of the English language.
That is not easy, for it has many outer and inner elements.

8 September 1938

Rhythmical Overtones and Undertones

I was speaking of rhythmical overtones and undertones. That is
to say, there is a metrical rhythm which belongs to the skilful
use of metre  any good poet can manage that; but besides that
there is a music which rises up out of this rhythm or a music that
underlies it, carries it as it were as the movement of the water
carries the movement of a boat. They can both exist together in
the same line; but it is more a matter of the inner than the outer
ear and | am afraid | can t de ne farther. To go into the subject
would mean a long essay. But to give examples

Journeys end in lovers meeting,
Every wise man s son doth know,

is excellent metrical rhythm, but there are no overtones and
undertones. In

Golden lads and girls all must
As chimney-sweepers come to dust

there is a beginning of undertone, but no overtone, while the
Take, O take those lips away (the whole lyric) is all overtones.
Again

Friends, Romans, countrymen, lend me your ears;
I come to bury Caesar, not to praise him

has admirable rhythm, but there are no overtones or undertones.
But
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In maiden meditation fancy-free
has beautiful running undertones, while
In the deep backward and abysm of Time
is all overtones, and

Absent thee from felicity awhile
And in this harsh world draw thy breath in pain

is all overtones and undertones together. | don t suppose this will
make you much wiser, but it is all | can do for you at present.
11 May 1937

Rhythm and Signi cance

You seem to suggest that signi cance does not matter and need
not enter into the account in judging or feeling poetry! Rhythm
and word music are indispensable, but are not the whole of
poetry. For instance lines like these

In the human heart of Heligoland
A hunger wakes for the silver sea;
For waving the might of his magical wand
God sits on his throne in eternity,

have plenty of rhythm and word music  a surrealist might pass
it, but I certainly would not. Your suggestion that my seeing the
inner truth behind a line magni es it to me, i.e. gives a false value
to me which it does not really have as poetry, may or may not be
correct. But, certainly, the signi cance and feeling suggested and
borne home by the words and rhythm are in my view a capital
part of the value of poetry. Shakespeare s lines

Absent thee from felicity awhile
And in this harsh world draw thy breath in pain,

have a skilful and consummate rhythm and word combination,
but this gets its full value as the perfect embodiment of a pro-
found and moving signi cance, the expression in a few words of
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a whole range of human world-experience. 1 September 1938

English Metre and Rhythm

English metre is simple on the contrary. It is the management of
the rhythm that makes a more dif cult demand on the writer.

5 May 1937

1 This is an abbreviated and lightly revised version of a letter published in full on pages
496 97 Ed.



English Metres

Octosyllabic Metre

The regular octosyllabic metre is at once the easiest to write and
the most dif cult to justify by a strong and original rhythmic
treatment; it may be that it is only by lling it with very original
thought-substance and image and the deeper tones and sound-
signi cances which these would bring that it could be saved
from its besetting obviousness. On the other hand, the melody to
which it lends itself, if raised to a certain intensity, can be fraught
with a rescuing charm that makes us forget the obviousness of
the metre. 4 February 1932

lambic Pentameter

An inspiration which leans more on sublimated or illumined
thought than on some strong or subtle or very simple psychic or
vital intensity and swiftness of feeling, seems to call naturally for
the iambic pentameter, though it need not con ne itself to that
form. | myself have not yet found another metre which gives
room enough along with an apposite movement  shorter me-
tres are too cramped, the longer ones need a technical dexterity
(if one is not to be either commonplace or clumsy) for which |
have not leisure. 8 March 1932

Blank Verse

I have often seen that Indians who write in English, immediately
they try blank verse, begin to follow the Victorian model and
especially a sort of pseudo-Tennysonian movement or structure
which makes their work in this kind weak, at and ineffective.
The language inevitably suffers by the same faults, for with a
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weak verse-cadence it is impossible to nd a strong or effective
turn of language. But Victorian blank verse at its best is not
strong or great, though it may have other qualities, and at a
more common level it is languid or crude or characterless. Except
for a few poems, like Tennyson s early Morte d Arthur, Ulysses
and one or two others or Arnold s Sohrab and Rustam, there is
nothing of a very high order. Tennyson is a perilous model and
can have a weakening and corrupting in uence and the Princess
and Idylls of the King which seem to have set the tone for Indo-
English blank verse are perhaps the worst choice possible for
such a role. There is plenty of clever craftsmanship but it is
mostly false and arti cial and without true strength or inspired
movement or poetic force  the right kind of blank verse for a
Victorian drawing-room poetry, that is all that can be said for
it. As for language and substance his in uence tends to bring a
thin arti cial decorative prettiness or picturesqueness varied by
an elaborate false simplicity and an attempt at a kind of bril-
liant, sometimes lusciously brilliant sentimental or sententious
commonplace. The higher quality in his best work is not easily
assimilable; the worst is catching but undesirable as a model.
Blank verse is the most dif cult of all English metres; it
has to be very skilfully and strongly done to make up for the
absence of rhyme, and if not very well done, it is better not
done at all. In the ancient languages rhyme was not needed,
for they were written in quantitative metres which gave them
the necessary support, but modern languages in their metrical
forms need the help of rhyme. It is only a very masterly hand
that can make blank verse an equally or even a more effective
poetic movement. You have to vary your metre by a skilful play
of pauses or by an always changing distribution of caesura and
of stresses and supple combinations of long and short vowels
and by much weaving of vowel or consonant variation and
assonance; or else, if you use a more regular form you have
to give a great power and relief to the verse as did Marlowe at
his best. If you do none of these things, if you write with effaced
stresses, without relief and force or, if you do not succeed in
producing harmonious variations in your rhythm, your blank
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verse becomes a monotonous vapid wash and no amount of
mere thought-colour or image-colour can save it.
28 April 1931

Blank Verse Technique

I dont know any factors by which blank verse can be built
up. When good blank verse comes one can analyse it and assign
certain elements of technique, but these come in the course of the
formation of the verse. Each poet nds his own technique that
of Shakespeare differs from Marlowe s, both from Milton s and
all from Keats . In English | can say that variations of rhythm,
of lengths of syllable, of caesura, of the structure of lines help
and neglect of them hinders so too with pause variations if
used; but to explain all that would mean a treatise. Nor could
anyone make himself a great blank verse writer by following the
instructions deliberately and constructing his verse. Only if he
knows, the inspiration answers better and if there is failure in
the inspiration he can see and call again and the thing will come.
But | am no expert in Bengali blank verse. 30 April 1937

*

Building of each line, building of the passage, variation of bal-
ance, the arrangement of tone and stress and many other things
have to be mastered before you can be a possessor of the instru-
ment  unless you are born with a blank verse genius; but that
is rare. 7 July 1933

*

Itisin order to make it more exible toavoid the drumming
decasyllabon and to introduce other relief of variety than can
be provided by differing caesura, enjambement etc.* There are
four possible principles for the blank verse pentameter.

(1) An entirely regular verse with sparing use of enjambe-
ments  here an immense skill is needed in the variation of

1 The question was: Why is so much irregularity in the rhythm of consecutive lines
permissible in blank verse? Ed.
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caesura, use of long and short vowels, closed and open sounds,
all the devices of rhythm. Each line must be either sculptured
and powerful, a mighty line  as Marlowe tried to write it  or
a melodious thing of beauty by itself as in much of Shakespeare s
earlier blank verse.

(2) A regular iambic verse (of course with occasional
trochees and rare anapaests) and frequent play of enjambement
etc.

(3) A regular basis with a frequent intervention of irregular
movements to give the necessary variety and surprise to the ear.

(4) A free irregular blank verse as in some of Shakespeare s
later dramas (Cymbeline if | remember right).

The last two principles, | believe, are coming more and more
to be used as the possibilities of the older forms have come to
be exhausted or seem to be for it is not sure that they are.

24 January 1933

*

In English variation of pauses is not indispensable to blank verse.
There is much blank verse of the rst quality in which it is
eschewed or minimised, much also of the rst quality in which
it is freely used. Shakespeare has both kinds. 30 April 1937

The Alexandrine

I suppose the Alexandrine has been condemned because no one
has ever been able to make effective use of it as a staple metre.
The dif culty, | suppose, is its normal tendency to fall into two
monotonously equal halves while the possible variations on that
monotony seem to stumble often into awkward inequalities. The
Alexandrine is an admirable instrument in French verse because
of the more plastic character of the movement, not bound to its
stresses, but only to an equality of metric syllables capable of a
suf cient variety in the rhythm. In English it does not work so
well; a single Alexandrine or an 