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The Book of Death 

 

Canto Three1 

Death in the Forest 

 

Summary: 

 

In this brief canto which can be read in conjunction with the 1st canto (the Symbol dawn), Savitri 

knows the day had arrived when Satyavan must die. She accompanies her husband to the forest 

where he grew up and spends many joyful hours with him all the while being aware of his 

pending death. (This has to be understood that during the inner wandering in the Subconscient 

and Inconscient plane in finding the secret of Immortality and origin of Death, Satyavan met 

death. His link with Savitri made him again return to earth. This link is the Divine Love which 

grows through Sadhana. By breaking this link, Death can succeed in carrying human Souls to its 

home.) 

Satyavan is overpowered by Death and his life force leaves him.  Savitri becomes aware of the 

Inconscient godhead’s presence and prepares herself to confront him. 

21, What are the two negations, the double night of the mind?  

Ans: “But it appears to him as if poised between two negations of itself. If, beyond 
his present attainment, he perceives or is touched by the power, light, bliss of a self-
conscious infinite existence and translates his thought or his experience of it into 
terms convenient for his mentality, --Infinity, Omniscience, Omnipotence, 
Immortality, Freedom, Love, Beatitude, God,--yet does this sun of his seeing appear 
to shine between a double Night, --a darkness below, a mightier darkness beyond. 
For when he strives to know it utterly, it seems to pass into something which neither 
in any one of these terms nor the sum of them can at all represent. His mind at last 
negates God for a Beyond, or at least it seems to find God transcending Himself, 
denying Himself to the conception. Here also, in the world, in himself, and around 
himself, he is met always by the opposites of his affirmation. Death is ever with him, 
limitation invests his being and his experience, error, inconscience, weakness, inertia, 
grief, pain, evil are constant oppressors of his effort. Here also he is driven to deny 
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God, at least the Divine seems to negate or to hide itself in some appearance or 
outcome which is other than its true and eternal reality.” The Life Divine-52 

22, What resulted negations?  

Ans: “It is probable indeed that they (negations) are the result or rather the 
inseparable accompaniments, not of an illusion, but of a wrong relation, wrong 
because it is founded on a false view of what the individual is in the universe and 
therefore a false attitude both towards God and Nature, towards self and 
environment.” The Life Divine-53 

  

 

Detail: 

NOW it was here in this great golden dawn (like the supramental state that Savitri lives in). 

By her still sleeping husband lain she gazed 

Into her past as one about to die 

Looks back upon the sunlit fields of life 

Where he too ran and sported with the rest, 

Lifting his head above the huge dark stream (of mortality) 

Into whose depths he must for ever plunge. 

All she had been and done she lived again. 

The whole year in a swift and eddying race 

Of memories swept through her and fled away 

Into the irrecoverable past. 

Then silently she rose and, service done, 

Bowed down to the great goddess simply carved 

By Satyavan upon a forest stone. 

What prayer she breathed her soul and Durga knew. 

Perhaps she felt in the dim forest huge 

The infinite Mother watching over her child, 

Perhaps the shrouded Voice spoke some still word. 
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Savitri asked for permission to accompany Satyavan to the forest from his mother (without 

revealing her intent).  The mother granted her permission – she had a glimpse of Savitri’s 

divinity and realised that Savitri serves them just like the sun serves and sustains the earth, but 

like the sun is infinitely grander and more powerful.) 

 

At last she came to the pale mother queen. (Satyavan’s mother.) 

She spoke but with guarded lips and tranquil face 

Lest some stray word or some betraying look 

Should let pass into the mother’s unknowing breast, 

Slaying all happiness and need to live, 

A dire foreknowledge of the grief to come. 

Only the needed utterance passage found: 

All else she pressed back into her anguished heart 

And forced upon her speech an outward peace. 
1 The Book of Death was taken from Canto Three of an early version of Savitri which had 

only six cantos and an epilogue. It was slightly revised at a late stage and a number of new 

lines were added, but it was never fully worked into the final version of the poem. Its original 

designation, “Canto Three”, has been retained as a reminder of this. 

 

“One year that I have lived with Satyavan 

Here on the emerald edge of the vast woods 

In the iron ring of the enormous peaks 

Under the blue rifts of the forest sky, 

I have not gone into the silences  

Of this great woodland that enringed my thoughts 

With mystery, nor in its green miracles 

Wandered, but this small clearing was my world.(she lived a concentrated live with no outer 

wanderings) 

Now has a strong desire seized all my heart 

To go with Satyavan holding his hand 

Into the life that he has loved and touch 

Herbs he has trod and know the forest flowers 

And hear at ease the birds and the scurrying life 

That starts and ceases, rich far rustle of boughs 
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And all the mystic whispering of the woods. 

Release me now and let my heart have rest.” 

She answered: “Do as thy wise mind desires, 

O calm child-sovereign with the eyes that rule. 

I hold thee for a strong goddess who has come 

Pitying our barren days; so dost thou serve 

Even as a slave might, yet art thou beyond 

All that thou doest, all our minds conceive, 

Like the strong sun that serves earth from above.” (Representation of Supramental 

Consciousness.) 

 

Satyavan and Savitri walked through the forest and explored it, Satyavan showing her all the 

parts where he had grown up and cherished… 

 

Then the doomed husband and the woman who knew 

Went with linked hands into that solemn world 

Where beauty and grandeur and unspoken dream, 

Where Nature’s mystic silence could be felt 

Communing with the secrecy of God. 

Beside her Satyavan walked full of joy 

Because she moved with him through his green haunts: 

He showed her all the forest’s riches, flowers 

Innumerable of every odour and hue 

And soft thick clinging creepers red and green 

And strange rich-plumaged birds, to every cry 

That haunted sweetly distant boughs replied 

With the shrill singer’s name more sweetly called. 

 

He spoke of all the things he loved: they were 

His boyhood’s comrades and his playfellows, 

Coevals and companions of his life 

Here in this world whose every mood he knew: 
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Their thoughts which to the common mind are blank, 

He shared, to every wild emotion felt 

An answer. Deeply she listened, but to hear 

The voice that soon would cease from tender words 

And treasure its sweet cadences beloved (All the external action with Satyavan will be treasured 

as sweet memory for future lonely journey of the Soul.) 

For lonely memory when none by her walked 

And the beloved voice could speak no more. 

But little dwelt her mind upon their sense; 

Of death, not life she thought or life’s lone end. 

Love in her bosom hurt with the jagged edges (Savitri felt the pain of the pending doom of 

Satyavan…Mother was this pain due to some untransformed part of her being.  In the Gita, the 

Lord Krishna says that those who are united with the Atman do not shed tears for the 

dead/dying and that dying is only like a change of clothes…in spite of having the supramental 

realisation and united with her soul why does Savitri’s heart grieve? (Living in Static Brahman 

state does not give sorrow but while descending to the level of dynamic but untransformed 

nature, (three gunas) pain returns. This undulation from pain to absolute delight will continue 

till Nature is fully transformed. Psychic, Spiritual and Supramental are higher instrumentation of 

the Spirit (both static and dynamic) to transform Nature and that realisation will not eliminate 

suffering as visualised by mind but that will eliminate suffering permanently as Divine plan in 

the course of time.) In fact after this realisation and union I would not have expected to see any 

more verses of Savitri having fear or grieving but yet I find this to be the case…this suggests 

there are still some surface parts of her being that feel the influence of the inconscient.  

 

 

Is it also because she bears a larger portion of the cosmic suffering and her burden and pang is 

due to that and the rejection of Earth and matter to her touch - and is represented by 

Satyavan’s pending doom. 

 

In the Symbol Dawn canto some verses – page 7-9 

 
Rejected the undying rapture’s boon: 
Offered to the daughter of infinity 
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Her passion-flower of love and doom she gave. 
In vain now seemed the splendid sacrifice. 
A prodigal of her rich divinity, 
Her self and all she was she had lent to men, 
Hoping her greater being to implant 
And in their body’s lives acclimatise 
That heaven might native grow on mortal soil. 
Hard is it to persuade earth-nature’s change; 
Mortality bears ill the eternal’s touch: 
It fears the pure divine intolerance 
Of that assault of ether and of fire; 
It murmurs at its sorrowless happiness, 
Almost with hate repels the light it brings; 
It trembles at its naked power of Truth 
And the might and sweetness of its absolute Voice. 
Inflicting on the heights the abysm’s law, 
It sullies with its mire heaven’s messengers: 
Its thorns of fallen nature are the defence 
It turns against the saviour hands of Grace; 
It meets the sons of God with death and pain. 
A glory of lightnings traversing the earth-scene, 
Their sun-thoughts fading, darkened by ignorant minds, 
Their work betrayed, their good to evil turned, 
The cross their payment for the crown they gave, 
Only they leave behind a splendid Name. 
A fire has come and touched men’s hearts and gone; 
A few have caught flame and risen to greater life. 
Too unlike the world she came to help and save, 
Her greatness weighed upon its ignorant breast 
And from its dim chasms welled a dire return, 
A portion of its sorrow, struggle, fall. 
To live with grief, to confront death on her road,— 
The mortal’s lot became the Immortal’s share. 
 
 
 
But now she stirred, her life shared the cosmic load. 
At the summons of her body’s voiceless call 
Her strong far-winging spirit travelled back, 
Back to the yoke of ignorance and fate, 
Back to the labour and stress of mortal days, 
Lighting a pathway through strange symbol dreams 

 

However this state passes quickly as in the verses below when Satyavan dies, she ceases to be 

sorrowful 
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All grief and fear were dead within her now 

“Griefless and strong she waited like the gods.” 

 

Also what is the difference between her current state and the state she enters into in the next 

canto on page p571 (towards the black void) it says: 

 

Then suddenly there came on her the change 
Which in tremendous moments of our lives 
Can overtake sometimes the human soul 
And hold it up towards its luminous source. 
The veil is torn, the thinker is no more: 
Only the spirit sees and all is known. 
Then a calm Power seated above our brows 
Is seen, unshaken by our thoughts and deeds, 
Its stillness bears the voices of the world: 
Immobile, it moves Nature, looks on life. 

 

Does this suggest that the state of Supramental realisation and living in the divine consciousness 

is not a stable, ever present state but that it comes and goes?) Above lines show us the passage 

that during the critical hour only one can ascend to the Source of existence and this discovery 

helps to conquer the greatest catastrophe. This experience is possible those whose Psychic and 

Spiritual being are already open. 

 

Of anguish moaned at every step with pain 

Crying, “Now, now perhaps his voice will cease 

For ever.” Even by some vague touch oppressed 

Sometimes her eyes looked round as if their orbs 

Might see the dim and dreadful god’s approach. 

But Satyavan had paused. He meant to finish 

His labour here that happy, linked, uncaring 

They two might wander free in the green deep 

Primaeval mystery of the forest’s heart. 

A tree that raised its tranquil head to heaven 

Luxuriating in verdure, summoning 

The breeze with amorous wideness of its boughs, 
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He chose and with his steel assailed the arm (this tree is analogous to Satyavan, strong & vibrant 

and cut down unexpectedly) 

Brown, rough and strong hidden in its emerald dress. 

Wordless but near she watched, no turn to lose 

Of the bright face and body which she loved. 

Her life was now in seconds, not in hours, 

And every moment she economised 

Like a pale merchant leaned above his store,(perhaps the way we should economise our time in 

the world) 

The miser of his poor remaining gold. 

But Satyavan wielded a joyous axe. 

He sang high snatches of a sage’s chant 

That pealed of conquered death and demons slain, 

And sometimes paused to cry to her sweet speech 

Of love and mockery tenderer than love: 

She like a pantheress leaped upon his words 

And carried them into her cavern heart. 

 

Then Death laid his hand on Satyavan and his life began to ebb in him… 

 

But as he worked, his doom upon him came. 

The violent and hungry hounds of pain 

Travelled through his body biting as they passed 

Silently, and all his suffering breath besieged 

Strove to rend life’s strong heart-cords and be free. 

Then helped, as if a beast had left its prey, 

A moment in a wave of rich relief 

Reborn to strength and happy ease he stood 

Rejoicing and resumed his confident toil 

But with less seeing strokes. Now the great woodsman (Death) (Here woodsman is Satyavan.) 

Hewed at him and his labour ceased: lifting 

His arm he flung away the poignant axe 
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Far from him like an instrument of pain. 

She came to him in silent anguish and clasped, 

And he cried to her, “Savitri, a pang 

Cleaves through my head and breast as if the axe 

Were piercing it and not the living branch. 

Such agony rends me as the tree must feel 

When it is sundered and must lose its life. 

Awhile let me lay my head upon thy lap 

And guard me with thy hands from evil fate: 

Perhaps because thou touchest, death may pass (Satyavan intuitively understands the divinity 

with Savitri and her power to conquer Death).” 

 

Savitri moves Satyavan’s body to under a tree that is majestic and full of life (not under the tree 

that was sundered by him) and awaits her confrontation with Death.  Now all fear and sorry had 

fled from her and she remained centred in her true being. 

 

Then Savitri sat under branches wide, 

Cool, green against the sun, not the hurt tree 

Which his keen axe had cloven,—that she shunned; 

But leaned beneath a fortunate kingly trunk 

She guarded him in her bosom and strove to soothe 

His anguished brow and body with her hands. 

All grief and fear were dead within her now (grief and fear belongs to three gunas.) 

And a great calm had fallen. The wish to lessen 

His suffering, the impulse that opposes pain 

Were the one mortal feeling left. It passed: 

Griefless and strong she waited like the gods. (Griefless and strong quality increases our 

patience.) 

But now his sweet familiar hue was changed 

Into a tarnished greyness and his eyes 

Dimmed over, forsaken of the clear light she loved. 

Only the dull and physical mind was left, 
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Vacant of the bright spirit’s luminous gaze. (Physical mind was silenced by Spirit’s touch.) 

But once before it faded wholly back, 

He cried out in a clinging last despair, 

“Savitri, Savitri, O Savitri, 

Lean down, my soul, and kiss me while I die.” 

And even as her pallid lips pressed his, 

His failed, losing last sweetness of response; 

His cheek pressed down her golden arm. She sought 

His mouth still with her living mouth, as if 

She could persuade his soul back with her kiss (Mother does this suggest that perhaps 

Satyavan’s physical body is still habituated with Death and does not respond to the call of 

Savitri…the verses above seems to suggest Savitri trying to hold back the life force from leaving 

Satyavan’s body, but that could not be achieved…so his life force leaves her and she has to win 

it back from Death’s stranglehold – perhaps it represents the rejection of earth matter to the 

touch of the divine (This Canto was earlier writings of Sri Aurobindo and it does not represent 

His comprehensive vision but the seed and essential truth of His vision. All the above external 

narration are symbols of inner world and inner journey in conquest of death. We have to 

understand Satyavan in the context of Sri Aurobindo’s departure of earthly body. His physical 

body was not ready to hold and transform the vast universal Forces He was calling down. Again 

He did not get support from His surrounding in the form of Sadhakas, who could share earth’s 

burden and pressure of Supramental Force along with Him.)  

 

 Rejected the undying rapture’s boon: 
Offered to the daughter of infinity 
Her passion-flower of love and doom she gave. 

 

 That heaven might native grow on mortal soil. 
Hard is it to persuade earth-nature’s change; 
Mortality bears ill the eternal’s touch: 

); 

 

As she cradles the dead body of Satyavan, she becomes aware of the presence of a vast 

conscious (dire) force – Death – the godhead of the Inconscient. He had taken Satyavan from 

her embrace and she must now retrieve him from Death’s clutches. 
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Then grew aware they were no more alone. 

Something had come there conscious, vast and dire. 

Near her she felt a silent shade immense 

Chilling the noon with darkness for its back. 

An awful hush had fallen upon the place: 

There was no cry of birds, no voice of beasts. 

A terror and an anguish filled the world, 

As if annihilation’s mystery 

Had taken a sensible form. A cosmic mind (Mother, if Death (a universal dark force) has a cosmic 

mind, he would be one with all creation, so why does he believe in their unreality?) (due to the 

presence of Ignorance and falsehood in this creation.) 

Looked out on all from formidable eyes 

Contemning all with its unbearable gaze 

And with immortal lids and a vast brow 

It saw in its immense destroying thought 

All things and beings as a pitiful dream,  

Rejecting with calm disdain Nature’s delight, 

The wordless meaning of its deep regard 

Voicing the unreality of things (Like Illusionist, Mayavadin.) 

And life that would be for ever but never was 

And its brief and vain recurrence without cease, 

As if from a Silence without form or name 

The Shadow of a remote uncaring god 

Doomed to his Nought the illusory universe (Death also does not believe in the concept of 

Nirvana in the true sense of a state that is beyond the mind and senses but which encapsulates 

everything, rather he sees all creation as a figment of some (unreal) being), 

Cancelling its show of idea and act in Time 

And its imitation of eternity (Death sees the world as a limitation of eternity, not an unfolding of 

eternity in time). 

She knew that visible Death was standing there (The Impersonal dark force took a form) 

And Satyavan had passed from her embrace. 
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END OF BOOK EIGHT 

END OF PART TWO 

OM NAMO BHAGAVATEH 
Divine Amar Atman! 
My Divine Child, 
               My all love and blessings to you. This Canto represents more of Sri Aurobindo’s earlier 
poetic writing and less of the movement of endless Consciousness of which He is a living 
representative. Here we have to understand that in order to confront Death the higher 
instrumentation of Supramental is inevitable because Death represents a force of negation of the 
Inconscient world. 
  With my eternal love and special blessings. 
OM TAT SAT 
 
At Their Feet 
S.A. Maa Krishna 
 
 


