New Academia: An International Journal of English Language, Literature and Literary Theory

ONLINE ISSN 2347-2073 Vol. 14, Issue 2, April 2025

(Peer Reviewed and Refereed Journal)

THE ALCHEMY OF POETIC LANGUAGE: A STUDY OF SRI AUROBINDO’S ‘THE
WORD AND THE SPIRIT’

Dr. Sachin Londhe

Associate Professor,

K. N. Bhise Arts, Commerce and

Vinayakrao Patil Science College, Bhosare (Kurduwadi),
&

Dr. Somnath Panade

Associate Professor & Head,

Department of English

Rayat Shikshan Sanstha’s

Shri. R. R. Patil Mahavidyalaya, Savlaj

Abstract

The paper explores Sri Aurobindo’s foundational work in spiritual poetics, The Word and the
Spirit. It focuses on his idea of poetry as an alchemical and transformative manifestation of
higher consciousness. Aurobindo’s theory, which has its roots in Tantric and Vedic metaphysics,
reinterprets poetic language as a vehicle for supramental experience as opposed to merely an
aesthetic construct. His five levels of poetic expression - from adequate to dynamic, illuminative,
inspired, and revelatory speech - are examined in the present paper. Each level corresponds to a
deeper level of intuitive consciousness. The paper uses examples from poets such as
Shakespeare, Shelley, and Wordsworth to place Aurobindo’s ideas within Indian aesthetics and
contemporary comparative poetics through close textual analysis and philosophical
hermeneutics.Poetry's potential as a spiritual practice and a way to use the power of the intuitive
Word (Vak) to access truth is also observed. Ultimately, the paper supports Aurobindo’s vision
of a poetics of the future based on inner vision and spiritual identity; it also provides a crucial
framework for comprehending the evolution of poetry in both form and substance.
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1. Introduction

Poetry has long been regarded as a bridge connecting the sublime and the mundane, the spiritual
and the beautiful. Among modern literary theorists, Sri Aurobindo stands out for offering a
thorough theory that pinpoints the supramental realms of consciousness as the origin of genuine
poetic expression. His article ‘The Word and the Spirit” which is included in his The Future
Poetry(which was first serialized in the journal Arya between 1917 and 1920 and later published
as a book) reflects this vision. It presents the Word as a manifestation of spiritual energy and the
poet as a seer. The current article looks at Aurobindo’s theory that poetic language is an
alchemical process that converts outward form into internal essence, implying a mystical and
intuitive style of communication.

Sri Aurobindo’s literary theories have been gaining more and more critical attention in Indian
and comparative literary studies. Scholars such as K.D. Sethna and Prema Nandakumar have
helped to shape the integrated perspective of Aurobindo’s poetry and prose. Sethna argues in
‘The Poetic Genius of Sri Aurobindo’ that Aurobindo’s writings express the voice of the “inner
being,” which is outside the realm of reason. In After Amnesia(1992) by G. N. Devy,
Aurobindo's metaphysical poetics are very important, and it is also emphasized how important it
is to recover indigenous artistic frameworks.

Through a close textual analysis of ‘The Word and the Spirit’, supported by a comparative
literary method, this qualitative study assesses Sri Aurobindo’s poetic philosophy in relation to
classical and contemporary poets. Aurobindo’s own metaphysical framework, which is based on
Tantric and Vedic concepts like Supramental Consciousness, Vak, and Pashyanti, is used in the
study as a philosophical hermeneutic. Through contextual analysis of the poetic examples he
emphasized, Aurobindo’s evolving framework of poetic speech is traced.

2. Analysis and Discussion

2.1 Poetic Language as Spiritual Medium

Sri Aurobindo’s ideas are based on the Vedic idea of Vak, which is not just speech but the divine
creative force that gives the form to reality. In his view, poetry is a spiritual discipline where the
‘Word’ is not rhetorical or ornamental but ontological, a bridge connecting the finite and the
infinite. According to him, ‘the poetic word is a vehicle of the spirit, the chosen medium of the
soul’s self-expression.” Poetry’s power lies in its ability to evoke and reveal spiritual realities;
much like the Vedic seer uses mantra to call forth divine truths.
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Aurobindo claims that the poet is a modern-day rishi, or seer, whose words are received rather
than produced. According to this point of view, poetry’s purpose is changed from aesthetic
pleasure to spiritual enlightenment. Words are more than just indicators; they have force
(Shakti). Therefore, through alchemical transformation, true poetry turns ordinary language into
a medium for supramental experience and illumination.

2.2 The Hierarchy of Poetic Expression

Sri Aurobindo outlines a progression of poetic language from common sufficiency to the
majestic revelation of truth. These levels are states of consciousness rather than individual
preferences, and each one corresponds to a deeper layer of being.

2.2.1 Adequate Expression

At this basic level, language achieves rhythm and clarity which gives emotional depth to
concepts. It is quite similar to prose but has the vividness and compactness of verse. Dryden’s
couplet is described as “just poetical” - effective but static. Such language is useful for
conveying intellectual  insight, despite its lack of intuitive  penetration.

2.2.2 Dynamic Expression

Emotional intensity and imagistic richness elevate expression in the dynamic mode. Metaphor
and simile become tools of evocation rather than ornaments. Alexander Pope and William
Wordsworth, for example, use expressive language to arouse strong emotions. Here, rhythm and
image dramatize reality, but the motivation remains largely cerebral and rhetorical.

2.2.3 llluminative Expression

An epiphany, or intuitive light, is presented at this level. Instead of just recounting the
experience, the poet draws us into its content. These idioms emerge from psychic or spiritual
depths. They touch on basic realities and hence transcend their apparent meanings.

2.2.4 Inspired Expression

Inspired speech is a spontaneous expression of spiritual energy. Instead of producing meaning,
the poet allowsit to emerge. Its inevitability - a blend of image, rhythm, emotion, and thought
that seems predestined - defines this kind of utterance, which usually happens suddenly and
unexpectedly.
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2.2.5 Expressions of Revelation

The highest form of poetic language is the supramental word, which derives from what
Aurobindo calls sadanadrtasya (the house of Truth). It is not metaphor but metaphysical
identity. Instead of merely comprehending the vision, the reader becomes it. Shakespeare often
has such moments, but even great poets do not have such moments.

2.3 The Origin of Poetic Creativity in Intuition

One of Aurobindo’s primary points is that the intellect is incapable of creating true poetry. At
best, it is able to arrange and polish inspiration that arises from the depths of intuition. Poetry is
the result of an ““afflatus of spiritual power,” and the poet must wait for “the inevitable word.” In
contrast, rationalist ideas of poetic writing prioritize craft over receptivity.

Aurobindo differentiates four levels of Vak based on Tantric psychology: Vaikhari (outer
speech), Madhyama (thinking speech), Pashyanti (seeing speech), and Para (pure speech). He
asserts that true poetry emerges at the level of Pashyanti, where speech contains the truth-force
of the perceived and vision takes precedence over words.

2.4The Alchemical and Evolutionary Nature of Poetic Language

Aurobindo’s vision is both descriptive and predictive. He foresees the rise of a new poetic
language that will express the innermost self through superconscious illumination. The future
poet must ‘rend the golden lid’ that separates the intellect from the supramental light in order for
spiritual wisdom to directly descend into audible form.

In this way, Aurobindo’s idea of ‘poetic alchemy’ is literal: ordinary words become soul-
substance. Rather than merely a metaphorical transformation, this is a psychological and
metaphysical process that encompasses the poet’s whole self.

2.5 Comparative Reflections

Aurobindo backs up his claims with historical comparisons of poets. Shelley’s portrayal of life as
‘a dome of many-colored glass’ reflects intellectualized intuition, while Shakespeare's ‘Life’s but
a walking shadow...” expresses the voice of the life-soul. Both are inspired, but their spiritual
textures differ. Aurobindo asserts that the tone of the same intuitive power is determined by the
poet’s fundamental faculty, which could be intellect, emotion, vital energy, or psychic insight.
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2.6 Relevance to Contemporary and Future Poetics

Aurobindo’s framework offers both a critique and a way forward. While praising contemporary
poets’ innate tendency for intuitive expressiveness, he critiques them for being either unduly
sentimental or excessivelyintellectual. He envisions a poetry that transforms consciousness rather
than reflecting it, one that blends the wisdom of spiritual identification with the clarity of
intellect.

3. Findings
The analysis of ‘The Word and the Spirit’ reveals several significant findings that are relevant to
literary theory and spiritual poetics:

3.1 Using Poetry as a Spiritual Exercise

Sri Aurobindo reframes poetry as a yogic practice of revelation instead of as a form of artistic
entertainment. The poetic act becomes a form of inner awakening, and language becomes a
medium for transformation.

3.2 The Hierarchy Model of Poetic Expression
He provides a graduated model that correlates to rising states of awareness by classifying
poetical speech into revelatory, illuminative, inspired, adequate, and dynamic forms. By
combining philosophical depth with aesthetic standards, this method provides a distinctive
typology not found in Western literary theory.

3.3 The Origin of Poetic Genius in Intuition

Aurobindobelieves that genuine poetry comes from the intuitive rather than the rational mind.
This challenges long-standing formalist and structuralist criticism assumptions that place craft
above inner perception.

3.4 The Function of Sound and Rhythm in Poetry
Sri Aurobindo asserts that poetic sound’s rhythm and vibration can change and can express

intuitive content even when linguistic meaning is obscured.

3.5 Projecting Poetry’s Future
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His vision of poetry’s future is evolutionary rather than utopian, grounded in the belief that
human consciousness is destined to surpass intellectual boundaries.

4. Conclusion

Sri Aurobindo’s ‘The Word and the Spirit’ is a landmark analysis of the philosophical
foundations of poetical language. His perspective challenges the dominant paradigms of poetic
philosophy, which often confine poetry to technique or emotional expression. Instead, he
presents speech as an alchemical spiritual invocation process where language is a means of
reaching a higher consciousness.

The present paper offers a five-tiered hierarchy of poetic discourse as a method for evaluating
poetic expression that is both philosophically sophisticated and practically helpful. Furthermore,
because of his focus on intuition, revelation, and the divine origins of speech, poetry is consistent
with the highest human aspirations of knowledge, beauty, and inner truth.

In a time when poetry usually swings between formalism and pure emotionalism, Aurobindo’s
observations remind us of a poetics of consciousness. He reminds us that, when properly
understood, the Word is a living force rather than a creation, and that when a great poet usesit; it
can be a tool for spiritual rebirth.
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