Off The Charts
By Gordon Korstange

T

WO PEOPLE ARE reading
Savitri. One is from the West,
one from India. As they read,
the westerner suddenly remarks, “That
was a good line.” The Indian looks up
wonderingly. How could one line of
Suvitri be better than any other? Is not
this epic poem a seamless vision of the
journey toward the life divine? To
judge it line by line is to judge it with
the intellect that picks apart and
classifies. The westerner reads on:
. . . Mid an obscure occult machinery,
Capture the mystic Morse whose
measured lilt
Transmits the messages of the cosmic
Force.
and stops: ” . . . the mystic Morse . . . !
. . . .the mystic Morse!”
The westerner looks up into the
curious, slightly shocked eyes of the
Indian. They have landed on one of
those islands that E.M. Forster describes so well in Passage To In&z:
“A pause in the wrong place, an
intonation misunderstood, and a whole
conversation went awry.”
My readings of Suvitri usually
follow this pattern, since both readers
are a part of me. I begin, often by
concentrating and opening to a place in
the text, just as I do now:
A mightier task remained than all he
had done.
To that he turned from which all
being comes,
A sign attending from the Secrecy
Which knows the Truth ungrasped
behind our thoughts
In the unapproachable stillness of his
soul,
Intense, one-pointed monumental,
lone,
Patient he sat like an incarnate hope
Motionless on a pedestal of prayer.
“A pedestal of prayer . ..“? I stop. The
sounds are pleasing, but the image
doesn’t connect. Never mind. Go on:
11 . . . This now he willed to discover
and exileme element in him betraying God.” Stop, yes, a good line. Read
it again. Go on:
All Nature’s recondite spaces were
stripped bare,

All her dim crypts and corners
searched with tire
Where refugee instincts and
unshaped revolts
Could shelter find in darkness’
sanctuary
Against the white purity of heaven’s
cleansing flame.
Oops, lost again. No objective
correlative here for me. Don’t look up.
Best not to stop. Best to read aloud.
I’ve been here before.
And once I begin to read aloud, the
words emerge from the page and 110~
out into space rather than linger in the
left side of my brain; once the sounds
of the lines reverberate in my body and
propel me forward, I stop no more:
Overpowered were form and
memory’s limiting line;
The covering mind was seized and
tom apart;
It was dissolved and now no more
could be,
The one Consciousness that made the
world was seen;
All now was luminosity and force.
Abolished in its last thin fainting
trace
The circle of the little self was gone. .
I beg‘an writing poetry around the
same time I began reading Suvitri. I’m
sure its sounds and rhythms stirred
something inside me that gave birth to
my first line of verse. But the words
that came out were not “Force,
Inconscient,” or “Joy.”
I had not been raised on those
words. As Dana Gioia in his book,
Can Poetry Mutter, Ob.seNeS, ” . . .
Romanticism’s emphasis on intensity
made poetry seem so ‘fleeting and
quintessential that eventually it
dwindled into a mainly lyric medium.
As verse-which had previously been
a popular medium for narrative, satire,
dmma, even history and scientific
speculation-retreated into lyric, prose
usurped much of its cultural territory.”
The poems I read by modem
American authors followed Willi‘am
Carlos Williams’ dictum, “No ideas
except in things,” and the result
focused on a moment or a series of
images, usually Erom the natural world,
that opened up into a minor epiphany
at the end.
The best of these poems can be (for
they are still the predominant form
today) both intense and very beautiful.

They begin with the writer’s own
experience and use the writer’s own,
natural language. They incorporate
sound and rhythm in subtle ways. The
would-be poet is not constrained by the
rules of verse, nor must spend hours
crafting that experience into a form
that, to slang-conditioned American
ears, seems artificial and distorting.
The worst of these poems could be
written out as prose and it would be
impossible to tell the difference. They
attempt to convey an experience so
narrow and private (“journal poetry,”
one might call them) that only repeated
re-reading can open them up, and the
reader usually prefers to pass on. They
are “Macpoems,” as Donald Hall says,
since they tend to sound and read
alike-and their taste is bland.
Nevertheless, these poems drew
me in a way that Suvitri did not. I
couldn’t relate to its capitalized,
abstract words. Though I loved the
narrative parts of the epic, I balked at
the repetitive passages of philosophy
with sometimes jarring metaphors:
For all we have acquired soon loses
worth,
An old disvalued credit in Time’s
bank,
Imperfection’s cheque drawn on the
Inconscient.
Instead, I read the suggestive poetry of
Denese Levertov:
An awe so quiet
I don’t know when it began.
A gratitude
had begun
to sing in me.
Was there
some moment
dividing
song from no song?
(Oblique Pruyers, New Directions, 19Qp.85)
And when I wrote, I took inspiration
from her and others such as Galway
Kinnell, poets who valued sound and
rhythm, but who used language that I
felt at home with. Even though I
understood why Auro-poets would
imitate the language and style of Sri
Aurobindo; even though I agreed with
the idea of mantric verse; even though
I felt the power of that verse when I

“Savitri Is A Gift Which Comes
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portions of the talk were impossible to
retrieve.

MAGINE HOW SURPRISED I
was to learn that I was the guest
speaker when I got here. It’s
I
quite an honor and I appreciate it.
When I asked Jay what I should say he
said, “Oh you can read your article” which I wrote ten years ago! So at frost
I was afraid that I had nothing to say
about Suvitri, but as I thought about it I
did decide to speak, and you can hear
whatever the spirit wishes you to hear.
This is Suvitri as I think about it
now after about ten years. I spent a
number of years reading and studying
Suvifri, and nothing could have been
more joyful. I went to graduate school,
and everybody who goes to graduate
school has to write a dissertation. You
write a dissertation on something upon
which you have to become an expert.
That means you have to spend hours
every day for years to write a dissertation.
I was fortunate enough to be able to
study Suvitri for my dissertation. Can
you imagine what a gift that was?
Since I knew nothing about Sri
Aurobindo or Suvitri when I went to
graduate school, I am happy to give
back whatever I can of that spiritual
gift. I thought about Suvitri this
morning and what I could say without
preparing and believe me, a professor
who is not prepared is frightened. So
you pray for me.
As I think of Suvifri now, just while
I prepare to go to India, I want to
explore the metaphor of a gift that is
beautifully wrapped. So beautifully
wrapped that if you give the gift to a
chiltine who is not knowledgeable
about gifts-the child might just
examine the wrapping and never
unwrap the gift.
Suvirri is like that. Suvitri is a gift
which comes wrapped in words. The
words are beautiful. The words are

meaningful. The words are illuminating. But they are, as a matter of fact,
just words. And the message, of
course, is the gift.
As I talk at the level of the wrapping, that is, as 1 use words to talk
about Suvitri, I am as aware as you that
this is just the wrapping. I am speaking to you at the level which Sri
Aurobindo would call the lower mind.
I would hope that some of the higher
mind is in this, but I am spe‘aking on
the analytical level, on an intellectual
level as a scholar looks at the subject.

Savitrias a Gift
I think of Suvifri as a symphony which
has within it beautiful harmonies and
beautiful singing. That’s the metaphor
I offer to you. Let’s take the first line
of Suvitri: “It was the hour before the
Gods aw‘ake.” If we examine that line
we can find many levels.
On one level it’s poetry, it’s beautiful poetry. It’s describing the night
before the dawn comes, and what a
beautiful image it is to think of this as
the hour before the gods awake. It’s
such a beautiful level. It’s darkest just
before the dawn. That isn’t quite right
scientifically, but in a psychological
sense it is. So this is a moment in time
when the darkness is most concentrated
and we’re waiting for that f’lrst burst of
light. Just at that poetic level we have
beauty and meaning.
At ‘another level Suvitri is a story, a
drama about a spiritual quest. But at
the human level it is a story about a
woman in love who rescues her lover
from death, as we in our romantic
relatiouships rescue one another from
the death of loneliness, which we all
experience. So at that point this line
reminds us that we as human beings
can relate to one another in terms of
relationships, or those moments when
we are separated and alienated from
those we love.
The most important level of
meaning for me as 1 wrote my dissertation about Suvilri was the spiritmalSuvitri is, as you know, a spiritual

autobiography. Not every line, but
most of the lines and certainly the
outline and the story and the flow is a
reflection of Aurobindo’s response to
his spiritual experience. That’s why it
was important to me. I was studying
mysticism, and from that point of view
Suvitri is rare, because only a few
mystics have written autobiographies
and even fewer have written autobiographies from the overmental spiritual
level.

I think of Savitrias a
symphony which
has within it
beautiful harmonies
and beautiful
singing. That’s the
metaphor I offer to
you.
So Suvifri is a gift, a jewel, a treasure
for those who wish to study mysticism.
It’s a first-h‘and story which is there for
all of us who wish to understand the
spiritual, as well as we can, at the
intellectual level.
In this line I see reflected experiences in Aurobindo’s life. If you
remember when he came back to India
after having been away for the first
twenty years of his life. Even though
he was physically in India for awhile at
a very young age, he was mentally and
psychologically in a western context,
using the English kanguage. As he
came back to India he had an awakening experience, a realization experience.
This was the hour before the Gods
awake-this w<as the time before he
was aware of India and all the spiritual
realities which that represented to him.
And also before he was aware himself
of spiritual realities. Before this time
he was an atheist and agnostic. He had
no thought of god. He was thoroughly

