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Sri Aurobindo was a yogi and a poet-seer par excellence.
Almost all his writings are therefore infused with the findings
of his vast yogic experiences. Savitri is an excellent example
of the poet’s metaphysical pursuits. The seer-poet builds his
epic-poem on the legend of Savitri-Satyavan as it is recorded

in the great Indian epic Mahabharata. This paper attempts to
highlight the changes that Sri Aurobindo has made in the
above legend and which have enhanced the effect and
purpose of the story.
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Sri Aurobindo has sub–titled Savitri – A Legend and a

Symbol, clearly indicating thereby that this epic simply does
not narrate a tale but at the same time is a symbol as well.
Evidence to this fact is strewn through most of the 24,000
odd lines of this epic and an in-depth study convincingly

brings it within the purview of a symbolic poem.  It is
interesting to note the finesse with which the seer-poet has
transformed the legend of Savitri, as contained in the Aranyak
Parva (ch. 248) of the Mahabharata into a magnificent

symbolic poem. The legend thus transformed gains cosmic
universality and oneness and each character becomes a
symbol.
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Accordingly therefore, Aswapathy is not just a virtuous
king or Savitri his daughter merely an accomplished princess
and Satyavan simply the son of the exiled blind king

Dyumatsen. Aswapathy symbolizes the soul of aspiring
humanity and, who by virtue of his yogic sadhana (intense
meditation) is able to invoke the grace of the Divine Mother
and bring about the descent of the avatar (divine incarnation).

In this case the avatar is Savitri who in turn will effect a
transformation upon earth and make man’s life a life divine.
This feat is possible only if she becomes a co-sharer of
mankind in its ordeals and hardships since it is not possible
to judge the failings, difficulties and weaknesses of mankind

without actually undergoing the rigors of the numerous stages
of earthly existence.”She knew that first she must discover
her soul./Only who save themselves can others save” ( Savitri
541).

It becomes quite evident, therefore, that Savitri has set

for herself the task of liberating man and to create conditions
here for the embodiment of the light Supreme. Such is the
profound change which Sri Aurobindo has made in this epic,
and it is this significant change which differentiates Savitri
from other epics like Ramayana and the Mahabharata. Even

though it contains the original legend of Savitri – Satyavan,
the Mahabharata is essentially an epic dealing with the
travails of a section of humanity. It is more on the physical
level of thought where we are able to feel the changing

colours of life; the miseries and joys, the difficulties and
sorrows of a particular group of people. Our attention is
focused on kings and other members of royal dynasties, their
high personal ideals and the consequent fate. It is only at

few intervals that we get glimpses of the spiritual significance
of events or feel the hand of hidden divine forces working
behind the veil of outer reality. Here man suffers and



3

struggles, at times succeeds or fails – hence man’s relationship
with God is more or less indirect.

When we take up Savitri, we find that there is a near
direct relationship with divine forces. This is quite in order
since Savitri is none other then the incarnation of the Divine

Mother and she is the mighty current flowing through much
of this epic poem. Savitri dominates the beginning, middle as
well as the end of the poem. The only other important
personalities which figure in this epic are Aswapathy and the

sage Narad. Even Satyavan does not attract as much attention
as do the two former characters. Via Aswapathy’s spiritual
meditations, Sri Aurobindo has taken the reader along a
journey that is unique in its mystic and spiritual content.

During his wander jhare in the vital planes of earthly
existence, the king encounters numerous personalities of the
lower levels of existence, even gnomes, djinns, spirits and
anti forces of Hell – when the poet outlines Aswapathy’s

journey into the underworld or Descent into Night.

So far as these encounters are concerned, there could

be found some parallel in the other epic Mahabharata,
especially where the author discusses the travails of the
Pandava brothers during their sojourn in the forests of the
lower foothills of the Himalayas. The similarity, however,

ceases after that, since, with his gradually aroused spiritual
powers, Aswapathy moves up a graded existential ladder of
spiritual progress till he comes to a point of no return. That
is, the annihilation of his self. He must become a zero so far

as his earthly life is concerned. A complete negation of his
previous existence means terrific spiritual gain – which when
achieved brings him in close proximity to the Divine Mother.
And from her, he is ultimately granted the boon of the divine
descent of her incarnation. There is scarcely any divine
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spiritual experience or incident in the Mahabharata which
might achieve that rare grandeur or which may get such
undivided attention from the author poet, sage Vyasa – as

does Savitri in Sri Aurobindo’s epic.

The same argument holds good for the other important

personality in the epic, sage Narad. He is a seer having wisdom
of the past, present and future. Here, his function is to present
a note of caution in the minds of the Queen Mother and King
Aswapathy. The latter already has spiritual insight as a result

of his yogic meditations and so he is not unduly perturbed at
the happenings connected with his daughter Savitri. But such
is not the case with the Queen Mother – who is an ordinary
mortal human.

To some extent we may say that the presence of the
sage Narad, a divine seer, is a spiritual event and obliquely

we might parallel it with the presence of Lord Krishna in the
Mahabharata, especially during the mighty war between the
two factions therein  - the Kauravas and the Pandavas. But
we must remember that Krishna, though very often referred

to as a God and also as one of the incarnations of Lord Vishnu,
the preserver, was at that stage of the epic simply any other
human person but with one main difference. Krishna was an
individual with an exceptionally heightened spiritual

realization and having outstanding mental and physical
prowess. Thus he proved to be more clever and wise and so
unique among his contemporaries. It is only later that he
comes to be considered as a God, historically speaking, that

is. Consequently we should not place Lord Krishna and the d

Another major point of difference between Maha-
bharata and Savitri is the canvas on which the events have
been recorded. Where the events in Mahabharata take place
on the physical plane, the canvas of Savitri is cosmic.
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Moreover the time span is very important. The Pandavas in
the Mahabharata were compelled to pass many years in
forests, as they had been banished from their kingdom. This

seclusion was not out of choice but compulsion; on the other
hand, if Aswapathy spent eighteen years in spirituo – yogi
meditation, it was more out of personal choice than anything
else.. Though it was predestined that Satyavan would die

and that Savitri seek out ways and means to vanquish Death,
she could have adopted the easier way out. Perhaps the most
important and interesting factor in the entire dramatic
interlude is her ‘battle’ with Yama that lasts only a few hours,
during which both she and Yama cover a near – impossible

variety and range of philosophic and pragmatic topics.
Perhaps nowhere in the Mahabharata do we find such depth
and meaning as we do in Savitri’s encounter with Death in
Sri Aurobindo’s Savitri.

To come back to the above point of discussion, the

canvas of Savitri is cosmic, taking into its purview worlds of
being or existence that are connected to humanity but which
are not perceived by it. This is mainly due to the limitations
in human understanding. In Savitri the basic issue in the mind
of the poet is earth, love and doom. Our attention is gripped

at the very outset by the all important issue which bothers
mankind – death. All characters herein are significant in so
far as they become conscious agents in working out the
problem of man’s destiny. Savitri thus lifts us out of mundane

human life and takes us to a new and heightened spiritual
level from where we can scan the entire cosmos and perceive
the divine purpose of the Supreme trying to work Himself
out through the life of man and his environment.

In the Mahabharata the relationship between man and
God is indirect; in Savitri, the struggling and suffering man is
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given a much higher status and his whole life plays an
important part in the working out of the divine purpose of a
Supreme will. The relation here between man and God

becomes absolutely direct. In this case no individual is
isolated, whether weak or strong, rich or poor. Every person
plays an important role so as to transform life on earth as
also his own individual existence. One can feel a distinct

divergence from the original legend in the Mahabharata, and
as adapted by Sri Aurobindo in Savitri – hence the Myth
Dreamt Onwards.

In this epic-poem, Aswapathy the childless king of
Madra performed many religious austerities and sacrifices
over a period of eighteen years to the Goddess Savitri.

Propitiated, the goddess conferred her special grace upon
the king and bestowed upon him a daughter by his queen
Malvi. The child was named Savitri after the goddess. Being
exceptional in grace, beauty, intellect and personality, no

prince came forward to ask her hand and so Aswapathy
wished her to seek out her life partner. An old minister
accompanied her in her journey. After traveling for over two
years she ultimately came to a lonely hermitage in a deep
forest where the blind King Dyumatsen, lived with his wife

and son Satyavan. Savitri saw him and her final choice was
made. She returned to her father’s palace with a light and
happy heart.

At this juncture, the great seer Narad was also present
and on hearing Savitri’s choice, he promptly disapproved of

her choice since he knew that Satyavan was fated to die after
one year, Savitri was advised to make another choice but she
persisted in her original selection and so her parents had to
give their consent. Accordingly, Savitri married Satyavan, and
soon adapted herself to the hard life of the hermitage. All

the time she was fully aware of the dire prophecy made by
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the sage Narad and she prepared herself mentally for that
critical moment. Standing on one leg, she fasted for the last
three day’s of Satyavan’s life. On the fateful morning, Savitri

took permission from her in – laws and accompanied
Satyavan to the forest, where after cutting some firewood,
he lay down in Savitri’s lap complaining of headache. Very
soon he fell asleep and Savitri saw the god of death, Yama,

standing before the body of her husband. Yama took the life
(soul) of Satyavan and Savitri followed him - all the while
conversing with Yama on the subject of dharma, righteousness
in life. The god of death was so pleased at the wit and
intelligence of Savitri, that he granted her a number of boons

- the last of which was that Savitri should bear a hundred
sons from Satyavan. This necessitated the restoration of
Satyavan’s life. In this way Savitri triumphed over death and
fate and returned victorious to the hermitage.

According to the story in the Mahabharata, Satyavan

soon after recovered the kingdom of his father and ruled
happily over it.

When we come to grips with Savitri, we find a
substantial remoulding in the scheme of thematic
development. Though the story content is almost the same,
appreciable changes have been so wrought into the texture

of the poem that this epic becomes a living symbol. Whereas
in the Mahabharata this episode has been dealt with in the
manner of telling a story, Sri Aurobindo’s poem Savitri
contains an explication of his personal experiences which he

has gained as result of his intense yogic sadhana (meditation).

Savitri charts the path of man’s quest for his spirit, (the

psychic being) which is the sole representative of God in
every man. Thus he hopes to unite with the godhead, with
Brahman – the Purusha. It is poetry of a mystic Seer who has
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projected his experience through the protagonist, Aswapathy.
He is the sole representative of the aspiring humanity who
embarks on a journey within; a psychic journey which brings

him in contact with new worlds within himself. His mystical
experiences at these various levels of being, occupy a major
part of the epic.

In the Mahabharata, King Aswapathy is shown as a just
and righteous king who was equally loved - both as a man
and as a ruler. He spent most of his time in religious activities,

penances and undertook vows and fasts in order to propitiate
the goddess Savitri by whom he was blessed with a boon –
his daughter Savitri, an incarnation of the Divine Shakti
(dynamic feminine principle).

In Sri Aurobindo’s epic, King Aswapathy does not
perform any such religious sacrifices. Here he is a Dhyani.
He therefore probes deep within his psyche. He is aware that
what he essentially seeks is within him and so, he performs
yoga – an integral yoga, which enables him to transcend the
planes of life, matter and mind and move into the stage which

is referred to as higher mind by the poet. It is here that the
seeker soul of Aswapathy begins to comprehend divinity
which leads him on to the ascending levels of the Illumined
and the Intuitive mind. It is now that he experiences the

intensity and the intimacy of the divine flux and is finally
able to establish a direct link with the divine. Thus, from a
realization of the self through spiritual meditation, Aswapathy
gains self – illumination via the attainment of higher

consciousness bringing him closer to his goal. He can now
communicate with the Divine. A total surrender of his self
marks the climax of his Bhakti (devotion). He now
experiences the bliss of the Divine. After having transcended

the realms of ego, darkness and ignorance, he is confronted
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by the ultimate reality of the One. This grand surrender yields
concrete results. Aswapathy is granted the boon – his heart’s
desire is fulfilled. Savitri – the future saviour of mankind is

born to him. It is however essential to make a detailed study
of the process and progression of Aswapathy’s yoga, so as to
rightly judge his superb achievement. Sri Aurobindo has
transformed King Aswapathy into a symbol of the principle

of mind in man, a mind struggling to reach beyond its
limitations, ignorance and half knowledge to the light of full
knowledge.

In this light, therefore, Aswapathy becomes the most
important protagonist next to Savitri, since he is the begetter
of Savitri in the alchemical transcendental sense in

recapitulation we can very briefly run over the saga of
adventure that Aswapathy goes through to beget Savitri the
Magna Mater, the cosmic universal Shakti. As seen in the
above statements, Aswapathy during his spiritual psychic

odyssey has innumerable yogic experiences involving
clairaudience and clairvoyance encounters. He is led through
periods of varying intensities of consciousness, periods of
ascents and descents, of divine afflatus and its withdrawal
and through these is helped to grow integrally and attain

complete equality, tranquillity, purity and lasting peace. He
also realises that this perfect peace is a dynamic power which
sustains the struggling universe, by its luminous silence.
Aswapathy experiences deep within the battle of the gods

and the titans for the possession of ignorance, he experiences
divine knowledge pouring from above and world knowledge
welling out form within him. Subsequently he discovers that
his inner self is also the self of the entire universe. He thus

becomes one with it and goes beyond till he gets the vision
of the divine mother. As an archetypal representative of the
aspiring humanity, Aswapathy pleads with the Supreme
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Mother who sends down to earth her own emanation Savitri,
an incarnation of Her grace to help humanity grow divine.

In the same manner, Sri Aurobindo has transformed
the character of Savitri. In the original legend, she is a virtuous
woman, who by the strength of her chastity and religious

beliefs is able to snatch back the life of Satyavan, her
husband, from Yama - the God of Death. In this legend, Savitri
had, for three days before the death of Satyavan, observed
fast to gain inner strength and thus made Yama yield to her

will; resuscitate Satyavan and also grant his parents  long
life and prosperity.

In Sri Aurobindo’s Savitri, she is the World-Mother’s
daughter, an incarnation. She is the Divine will missioned on
earth to change Fate and lift man and nature to a higher and
diviner existence. At the same time she also symbolises the

psychic principle in man, the spark of divinity present in each
one of us. As Aswapathy’s daughter, she marries Satyavan
who, according to the sage Narad, is fated to die within one
year. Despite all entreaties of her mother, Savitri does not

change her mind. As the destined day of Satyavan’s death
approaches, she does not observe any fast like her legendary
counterpart. Instead she performs yoga, in the course of which
she undergoes a change”Which in tremendous moments of

our lives/ Can overtake sometimes the human soul/And hold
it up towards its luminous sources.” (Savitri, 571). Savitri is
awakened to the awareness that she is the world Mother’s
divine will. With this realization she rises up in her effulgent

glory to confront death, which is actually the shadowy aspect
of Light. She thus confirms her victory over the forces of
Ignorance and also changes the course of fate by her
supramental force and consciousness. This depiction of Savitri
is very different from the legendary character in the
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Mahabharata. Evidence to this effect can be obtained from a
detailed observation of the gradual development of Savitri
in Sri Aurobindo’s epic. She is a paragon of virtue whose

nature, character and in fact her whole being undergoes a
transformation that results directly from her tap (yogic
meditations). Sri Aurobindo points out that “To realize what
virtue really is, a descent into the nether regions of

consciousness, such as is later portrayed at great length in
Savitri, is necessary.” (Paranjapaye xxiv).He further adds that
the key to virtue is evolution. He explains that “human virtue
lies in the evolution by the human being of the inborn
qualities and powers native to his humanity.”3 The individual

has untapped potential for attaining higher states and levels
of consciousness and seizing the divine tier upon tier by
spiritual thought. Sri Aurobindo points out:

All the world’s possibilities in man
Are waiting as the tree waits in its seed:

His past lives in him; it drives his future’s pace
His present acts fashion his coming fate
The unborn gods hide in his house of Life.

(Savitri, 118)

It is therefore possible for man to aspire for and reach
the light of spirituality and also comprehend the divine by

spiritual thought. Savitri, too, has to transcend the state of
average mortal humanity. Only then can she conquer Fate
and defeat Time/ Death to establish a new age. In due course
of time, she must effect a spiritual transformation which does

happen with the defeat of Yama and the path becomes clear
for a luminous transformation of earth-nature. It will be
pertinent here to briefly touch upon the encounter between
Savitri and Yama, the God of Death.

Savitri: The Myth Dreamt Onward
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In Savitri, we have already seen that Savitri performs
yoga, merges with the Oversoul, arouses her latent dynamic
energy (Kundalini) and then confronts Yama and ultimately

defeats him. What is important to note is the fact that Sri
Aurobindo takes us on a mystico – spiritual journey, which is
far different from the journey of Savitri in the epic
Mahabharata.

The female protagonist of Sri Aurobindo’s Savitri,  also
converses with Yama; this dialoguing, however, assumes the

form of a marathon debate in which Yama discourses on
nihilism and meaninglessness and Savitri bases her arguments
on love and purpose. This debate between Yama and Savitri
is one of the highlights of the epic where Savitri exposes the

fallacies in Yama’s arguments and confounds him at every
turn of his sophistry. Finally, Yama challengers her to show
her real power, her real truth. He asks:

Reveal thy power; lay bare thy spirit’s force,
Then will I give back to thee Satyavan.
Or if the Mighty Mother is with thee,

Show me her face that I may worship her;
(Savitri,664)

It is towards the culmination of her debate with Death,
that this limit – situation is arrived at. This triggers off the
mighty transformation upon Savitri in which Yama is finally
encountered and annihilated.  The dark shadow of Death is

overtaken by the Gnostic Light of the Divine Mother. Both
the Transformation and the final encounter are worth noting.
First the transformation:

In a flaming moment of apocalypse
The incarnation thrust aside its veil.
A little figure in infinity

Yet stood and seemed the External’s very house,
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As if the world’s centre was her very soul
All wide space was but its outer robe.

(Savitri,664)

The encounter and obliteration of Yama:

The two opposed each other face to face.
His being like a huge fort of darkness towered;

Around I their life grew, an ocean’s sieges.
Awhile the Shade survived defying heaven;
Assailing in front, oppressing from above,
A concrete mass of conscious power, he bore
The tyranny of her divine desire.

A pressure of intolerable force
Weighed on his unbowed head and stubborn breast;
Light like a brining tongue licked up his thoughts,
Light was a luminous texture in his heart

Light coursed, a splendid agony, through his nerves.
(Savitri,667)

Yama tries various ways by which he can escape his
doom. He calls to Night but she falls shuddering back; he
calls to Hell but it sullenly retires; he turns to the Inconsistent
from which he was born, but it draws back instead Yama

towards emptiness, till finally, His body was eaten by light,
his sprit devoured. (Savitri, 667)

His enormous will and strength and darkness of
inconscient support all abandon him, and so ultimately,”The
dire universal Shadow disappeared/ Vanishing into the void

from which it came./And Satyavan ad Savitri were alone”
(Savitri,668). So, Savitri finds herself before a radiant God
who offers her eternal peace and bliss.

To sum up we may say that Sri Aurobindo has, in his
inimitable manner, brought about a tremendous change in
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the legend as related in the epic Mahabharata.  Savitri is the
poetic utterance of divine inspiration in which the poet turns
the simple legend of conjugal fidelity into a memorable

symbol of transformation and spiritualization of the human
race. Indeed the Aurobindonian journey has a grandeur and
depth, a scope and  resonance; it is rich in inward plunges,
inner space, and also outer theatre, wherein the mode of

dialog has been epically used between Narad - Aswapathy,
Narad – Queen Mother and Savitri’s dialog with Yama and
the latter’s with her. These dialogs literally cover themes such
as the nature of ultimate reality, its relationship with man,
worlds, universe and love. It’s a many levelled dialog in which

the protagonists speak from positions of conviction and
strength. It literally culminates in a crescendo; it is full of
anuncio dromios, in that Yama is forced to change his position
and it ends in a dramatic encounter in which he is devoured

by light and retreats into the Night. Now the dialog between
Savitri and Yama in the Mahabharata has neither such
richness nor reverberation. It is clever and declamatory, no
big issues are taken and there are no resolutions. In

Mahabharata, Yama is impressed by Savitri’s uprightness,
resolve and ability to argue and hold her ground, and so
relents.
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