


LY )

st l

i

By

ad




FIFTY POEMS
OF '

NIRODBARAN

With corrections and comments by
- SRI AUROBINDO

»

P
4&3-'5-1
P

Slfoloohs




Fifty Poems of Nirodbaran

(With corrections and comments by Sri Aurobindo)

© Nirodbaran, Sri Aurobindo Ashram, Pondicherry 605002, 1983

First Edition, 24 April, 1983

Published by Geeta Banerjce, A,B. 188, Salt Lake City, Sector 1, Calcutta 700064

Distributors : AUROBOOKS, D.A. 209, Salt Lake City, Sector I, Calcutta 7000064

Agents : Sri Aurobindo Books Distribution Agency, Pondicherry 605002

Printed by S. K. Nandy for
Prabartak Printing & Halftone Ltd.

52/3, B. B. Ganguly Street, Calcutta 700012 -



FOREWORD

NIRODBARAN and I grew up together as-poets under the creative eye of Sri Aurobindo.
Both of us owe to him whatever beauty and truth—or rather beauty of truth—flowered
in our work. But, while the merits of our productions may be the same, Nirodbaran
has a more remarkable ‘‘case-history’’—if I may borrow a term from his past career
as a medico. And one of the reasons for it is precisely that he was a medico pure and
simple before coming to Sri Aurobindo whereas I had previously some poetic initiative.

How a doctor started to pen extraordinary verses instead of commonplace pres-
criptions is a typical Aurobindonian phenomenon, for which there is to my knowledge
no parallel except that other metamorphosis —the turning of the mathematical logician
John Chadwick into ““Arjavananda”, the bard of dynamic occult vision soon after he

had joined the Sri Aurobindo Ashram and got the new name,

There is still one difference between the two examples of Sri Aurobindo’s trans-
formative power. Nirodbaran became quite often a sheer medium through whom a
strange species of poetry poured without his being able to make head or tail of it. Of
course, what he served as a channel for proved to have a comet’s tail, a brilliance from
beyond the earth, and a veritable godhead seemed to glow from behind or above the
mere mind. But the recognition of the glory came mostly after the Master had broken
to the somewhat dazed disciple the good news that he had written splendid poetry

without being aware of it. |

Most poets feel elated by their own work soon after bringing it to birth and not
infrequently realise at a later stage that what they had taken as marvellous was just
50-s0. Nirodbaran, time and again, thought he had produced nothing more than a
mouse after a mountain of labour—until Sri Aurobindo disclosed to him how a full-
bodied worship-worthy Ganesh had for his vdhana (vehicle) what Nirodbaran had felt

to be a poor rat.

The poet’s unawareness of the wonder he wasitransmitting was, however, only
one facet of the strange development he was going through. Another was that often
the poem was not simply far better than he had thought but also of a new kind, an

unusual version of what contemporary Europe at that period was coming to dub Sur-
realism. Sri Aurobindo understood European Surrealism in general to be a certairi

outburst from the dream-plane where logical links are rarely to be found in a com-
position of suggestive yet confusing images. Nirodbaran’s variety of Surrealism was
no confusion at all : it did not hail from the common dream-plane but rather through
it and its origin was a subtle shimmering mystery that was part of the inner Yogic
CONSCiousness.

So much for the baffling side of his work. There was also the side which Sri
Aurobindo cryptically termed ““O. P.” for short, meaning “‘Overhead Poetry’’. The
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1V FOREWORD

poetry thus characterised dropped in from levels of consciousness that are never abund-
antly tapped in the world’s great poetry. Here is a greatness other than the mind’s
lucid or intricate imagining, the life-force’s happy or intense seeing, the subtle-physical’s
undulant or straightforward observing. Here is a new power which can exhibit a
largeness, a depth, a delicacy which we can describe only as directly spiritual instead
of translating spirituality into a vivid language other than its own. Nirodbaran is
not very prolific in this rare utterance but he catches its authentic note with enough
frequency to make it an appreciable element.

None of us without Sri Aurobindo’s co-operation would have come into our own.
But Nirodbaran’s ““case-history”’ is rather exceptional in that in many of his poems
Sri Aurobindo as co-operator is more than the inspirer : he is actually the fellow-writer.
To deliver the poet in Nirodbaran Sri Aurobindo, especially at the start, had to re-
write several of the doctor’s lines. He had to doctor the doctor and with his master
touch bring out in full what the tyro could seize only in part. Occasionally the tyro
got hold of the perfect expression :

And time-greyed towers against the evening sky
or

Only by faith the Knowledge is énshrined
In the ancient temple of the twilight mind.

But there we are still within the domain of the creative intelligence in a semi-romantic
semi-religious mood. At rare times Nirodbaran pulls into the open a wonderful secret
with his own sensitised fingers : a simple yet magical conjuration like

Under the white felicitous eye of the moon

or a profound intuition of the poetic activity itself at its finest :

A rhythmic fire that opens a secret door

or else a rapt intensity timeless in its insight :

Life that is deep and wonder-vast...

Such masterpieces increase in frequency as the years pass and we have a few whole
poems—grave or airy—which needed very little transmutation. For a long while,
nevertheless, Sri Aurobindo had to intervene. Now and then no more than a small
tightening was required, as with the line which originally read :

A giant eagle poised in realms of delight.

Sri Aurobindo commented : ““Good Lord, sir, this anapaest in the last part jerks and

Is quite inappropriate to the poise of the eagle.”” The slightly redone line brought out
the truth-beauty intended by the inspiration :

A giant eagle poised in realms of light.

An even more revealing tact in letting the deep intent of the mystic Muse find its way
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into a faultless compactuess of style and an inevitable metrical rhythm is shown in the
corrected form as compared with the original :

Your
(While your) body’s faint murmur falls slowly heard,
A last

(Like a) dying warrior’s  half-spoken word.

The work of patient empathic correction carried on by Sri Aurobindo is a lesson
to all aspirants towards what he has called ‘‘the Future Poetry”’—and it is a lesson taught
repeatedly with a lavish yet most apposite humour. This humour is one of the out-
standing merits of Nirodbaran’s book and ‘its effect on the receptive reader may
well be hit off by that charming line of his :

Figures of infinite beauty laugh like Dawn...

Sri Aurobindo Ashram, Pondicherry, India AmAL KiIrAN
(K. D. Sethna)

AN APOLOGY

SrR1 AUROBINDO has said that he was first of all a poet and then all the rest. I would
add that, last of all too, he was a poet : the work he accomplished just before he left
his body was Savitri. Not only was he a poet but also a creator of poets—among whom
I was fortunate to be one. Sri Aurobindo wrote to me ‘... here in Pondicherry we
have tried, not to manufacture poets, but to give them birth, a spiritual, not a physical
birth into the body. In a number of instances we are supposed to have succeeded—
one of these is your noble self—or if I am to believe the Man of Sorrows in you, your
abject, miserable, hopeless and ineffectual self.”” At another time he wrote, ‘““The
poet seems to have come out after all. So the pains of labour, and even the forceps,
were useful. Itis the turn of the Yogi to come out next, what? Even with a forceps !”

A medical man by profession and a vital-physical man by nature, I had read
very little of poetry either in English or in Bengali, during my academic life, but like
most Bengalis I enjoyed poetry, mainly in my mother-tongue. When I came to the
Ashram with the avowed intention of doing yoga, I found to my surprise that poetry
was one of the vocations taken up by some disciples as a means of their sadhana. Sri
Aurobindo was giving inspiration to them—and was even taking an active interest in
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their writings. The Ashram was humming with their harmonies. My dormant love
caught fire and I started composing poems in Bengali with a very rudimentary knowledge
of metre. The results were, as can be imagined, merely imitative attempts and had
hardly any inspiration. What they lacked most was substance. That was what Sri
Aurobindo opined. But as I proceeded, he wrote that I had talent and that I could
develop it. Later, I took a few lessons in metre from Dilip Kumar Roy and with his
help and lehlkanta sk | began to find my way, but throughout I was sustained by
Sri Aurobindo’s Grace of inspiration and instruction.

That is about my Bengali compositions. As to how I ventured into the ‘realms
of gold” in English poetry is a mystery. And how or why Sri Aurobindo found my
dallying with a foreign Muse so interesting is to me a greater mystery. He had his
hands overfull with an 8-9 hours’ daily correspondence with the disciples, besides
other work. At once he took up my juvenile spurts of fancy and set his heart, as it
were, upon turning them into true works of imagination. I had my own sense or non-
sense of metre and when I practised it most freely, thinking that I was writing in trochaic
metre while it was a jumble of iambic and awkward anapaest, Sri Aurobindo thundered
Jocularly, but neither ceased to correct me nor asked me to put a stop to my wild
pursuit. On the contrary he gave me full liberty, advising gently to keep to regular
metres for the moment, but in spite of having taken a few lessons in metre from Arjava
(John Chadwick), I went on indulging boldly in my eccentric innovations in metre as
well as in matter with now and then Sri Aurobindo shouting, ‘““What is this metre?
This is a quadruped !”” and so on. I began to write things as they came, very often
without understanding what I was composing, because they were of the nature of
mystic-surrealistic poetry. I left the entire responsibility to his masterly care and
control. I wish I could do it in sadhana as well. After a long painful period of gestation,
travail, pathetic failure, gradual success, the poet shone forth. The Master’s correc-
tions became less and less and some poems could be called my own. But it was because
he pronounced upon their merit or demerit that I could continue, since I was just a
docile instrument and had no capacity like Amal Kiran, for instance, to judge my own
creation. 1 learnt for the first time that one could under the force of inspiration
write poetry without understanding a bit of it. Oh, it was a marvellous journey,
the Guru at the helm and the disciple pulling the oars at his behest, the Master often
swearing at the pupil’s gaucherie. We were divinely sailing towards the port when
grim Fate intervened. Sri Aurobindo had a fall and broke a leg in 1938. Our poetlc
Muse too was badly wounded and all our literary efforts came to an abrupt end.

This unfortunate incident took place when my poetry was reaching maturity
after three years of a chequered course. As it began to improve in quality, Sri Aurobindo
set himself to draw vertical lines against the best verses in a poem. It started
with one, then two, three, finally four. My joy was also in an ascendant order, and
when I saw four marks of distinction, as he called them, against one verse, my heart

*See Appendix
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danced like a peacock. Amongst a medley of other tolerable verses, this phrase, A
fathomless beauty in a sphere of pain,” glowed out in lonely splendour carrying four
straight lines in the margin. But I could not appreciate what excellence he found in
that phrase, and when I questioned him he had to pay for his acclamation by giving
a magnificent interpretation which I have included in the book. So I was doubly
blessed into the bargain. During six months in 1938 I composed 186 poems out of
which 15 were exceedingly beautiful. Sri Aurobindo considered it a rare feat and held
out a most flattering hope that one day our joint venture would produce better things
than others in the Ashram had done !

Here in this book I have made a selection of fifty poems of various levels of inspira-
tion with copious corrections and comments by Sri Aurobindo. I have included a few
utterly raw early attempts to show how my well-ended career began. The reader
will not fail to appreciate what tremendous labour and time Sri Aurobindo spent
till he succeeded in what he had undertaken. So often I wanted to give up the
game ; it was so costly ! But his inspiration and unfailing encouragement pushed
me forward till, by my own example, he proved false my assertion that the Force is
more easily potent to produce spiritual results than mental (literary) results. For
many readers who might one day want to write poems in English, I believe Sri
Aurobindo’s guidance here will be of great help.

The reader may note that the marginal comments in italics and the italicised
alternatives in the body of the poems are by Sri Aurobindo. His separate comments
at the end of the poem are in romans while my questions are in italics.

My hearty thanks go to Sri Jibanlal Banerjee, Managing Director, Satyayug
Publications (P) Ltd. of Calcutta, for the publication of the book, especially to Sri Ajit
Roychowdhury of Sri Ma-Sri Aurobindo Milan Kendra of Calcutta for the untiring
care and trouble he has taken to bring it out and to Amal Kiran for his ever-ready
co-operation.

94 April, 1983

Sri Aurobindo Ashram, Pondicherry, India 71 vrv-@b@ﬂf(w






... 1 put forward four reasons why the experiment [by us of writing
poetry in the English language] could be made : (1) The expression
of spirituality in the English tongue is needed and no one can give
the real stuff like Easterners and especially Indians. (2) We are
entering an age when the stiff barriers of insular and national mentality
are breaking down (Hitler notwithstanding), the nations are being
drawn into a common universality with whatever differences, and in
the new age there is no reason why the English should not admit the
expression of other minds than the English in their tongue. (3) For
ordinary minds it may be difficult to get over the barrier of a foreign
tongue but extraordinary minds (Conrad etc.) can do it. (4) In

this case the experiment 1s to see whether what extraordinary minds
can do cannot be done by Yoga.

28.2.1936
x

My aim is not personal glory, but to arrive at the expression of
spiritual truth and experience of all kinds in poetry. The English

tongue 1s the most widespread—if it can be used for the highest
spiritual expression, that is worth trying.

10.12.1935
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