el

: :
e hpale, o0 - i,
h s gt

The Logic of the Birds
Poetry and Poetic Knowledge

OLUDAMINI OGUNNAIKE
For my father, the poet Babatunde Ogunnaike

There is magic in eloquence and wisdom in the shelf ESSAY
poetry —HADITH' And was taught poetry and ghazals and
quatrains

. 5 .
What is poetry? The song of the bird of the R GMT, Divin-i Shams, Ghazal 616t

intellect
What is poetry? The similitude of the world

ity — AT When I speak of poetry I am not thinking of

it as a genre. Poetry is an awareness of the

Since your love was kindled in my heart world, a particular way of relating to reality.

Apart from your love, all that I have has So poetry becomes a philosophy to guide a
burned man throughout his life.

My heart put reason and study and bookson ~ — ANDREI TARKOVSKY

An Orange-Headed Ground Thrush and a Death's-Head Moth on a Purple Ebony Orchid Branch, Shaikh Zain al-Din, 1778

Renovatio 1
SPRING 2022



What the Islamic tradition calls the “licit
magic” (sihr halal) of poetry seems to be
almost universally recognized through-
out human history around the world. The
power of poetry—language shaped and
patterned by rhythm, music, beauty—to
produce profound effects both within hu-
man beings and withoutis prominentinall
cultures with which I have some familiar-
ity, save perhaps certain sad segments of
modernized cultures, which (for reasons
we will explore later) have tried to push
poetry into obscurity. To give but one con-
temporary example, when asked to define
poetry, a contemporary South Asian poet
retorted, “That’s like a fish trying to de-
scribe the sea”?; the questioner later not-
ed that “the rhythmic word is widely re-
garded as ruh ki giza or food for the soul in
Muslim South Asia.”3 Moreover, poets and
writers as disparate as Aimé Césaire and
Amir Khusrau, Jami and Jacques Marit-
ain, Shelley and Bullhe Shah, Audre Lorde
and Aquinas, Liu Xie and Lal Ded, Basho
and Ahmadu Bamba have advanced the
idea of a distinct mode of poetic knowledge
that animates and undergirds poetry and
much more. Indeed, the biologist Edward
O. Wilson called Homo sapiens “the poetic
species” because our cognition depends
so much on language, analogy, and asso-
ciation. Communications theorist Eric
McLuhan expanded upon this insight,
noting that “words are modes of experi-
ence, and are themselves experiences; a
language is an organ of perception (poet-
ic knowledge).”s As the great Welsh poet
Dylan Thomas said, “A good poem helps
to change the shape and significance of
the universe, helps to extend everyone’s
knowledge of himself and the world
around him.”® That is, poetry is not mere
sing-song rhymes and pretty words but of
the greatest intellectual significance. Lit-

tle wonder, then, that poetry has been at
the heart of Islamic and other traditional
educational and cultural formations—for
most of human history, poetry (whether
oral, written, or both) has been central to
the ways in which we define and under-
stand ourselves and our world.

As the poet Charles Upton explains,
“Poetry... is not entertainment. It is not
self-expression. It is not propaganda....
Poetry is a way of knowing based on the
cultivation of symbolic, or anagogic, con-
sciousness, expressed through the me-
dium of human language. The games it
plays are not sporting events but serious
hunting expeditions carried out in the face

Many Islamic poets, particularly
Sufi poets, advanced the idea
of this “language” or “logic”

of the birds as a kind of all-
comprehensive mode of expression
capable of communicating and
synthesizing forms of knowledge
that other media cannot.

of collective mass starvation.”” Or in the
words of Audre Lorde, “Poetry is not a lux-
ury. It is a vital necessity of our existence.
Poetry is the way we help give name to the
nameless so it can be thought.... Poetry is
not only dream and vision; it is the skele-
ton architecture of our lives.”® But what is
this poetic knowledge behind the meters
and rhymes? Why is it so important? Why
is it that so many of the best poets of most
languages are so-called mystics? And
what does it mean that some of us have
lost touch with this poetic knowledge?
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The Qur’an, Poetry, Ineffability,
and Wonder

Although the Qur’an explicitly declares it-
self not to be poetry, it is exceptionally po-
etic, as are most sacred texts and orature.
If the Qur’an seems to take a dim view of
poets and poetry in certain passages, it is
precisely because of the remarkable power
of poetry and poets in pre-Islamic Arabia,
a power that could either compete with
or support the new dispensation, which
needed to differentiate itself from this po-
etic context. As in neighboring cultures,
Arab poets were believed to be inspired
by spirits, or jinn,® and their poetry was
considered oracular—defining, embody-
ing, and reproducing cultural ideals and
structures—thereby making and breaking
reputations and fortunes. Like the staff of
Moses that swallowed those of the Pha-
raoh’s magicians, the Qur’an had to “clear
the ground” and differentiate its divine
revelation through the Holy Spirit/arch-
angel from the poetic inspiration of the
jinn. Parts of Plato’s infamous attack on
poetry in the Republic can be understood in
a similar way, as an attempt to carve out
space for a distinct worldview and con-
ception of humanity, in a cultural context
dominated by powerful poetic traditions
whose relationship to the truth and virtue
could be precarious.

In its critique of poetry, the Qur’an pro-
claims, “Shall I inform you upon whom
the satans descend? They descend upon
every sinful liar, they listen eagerly, but
most of them are liars. And as for the po-
ets, the errant follow them. Have you not
seen that they wander in every valley and
that they say what they do not do? Except
those who believe and perform righteous
deeds and remember God much, and help
one another after having been wronged”

(26:221—27). The Qur’an castigates the
Arab poets for being “all over the place,”
for listening to lying spirits, for not living
up to their speech, for not “being as good
as their words”—for abusing the power of
poetry. Instead of their craft bringing to-
gether truth, action, goodness, and peo-
ple, their words separate them. But the
last verse defines good poets inversely, as
those who bring together” truth, action,
people, and good speech, implicitly con-
necting poetry to invocation (dhikr), an-
other spiritually efficacious use of rhyth-
mic speech. Dhikr also names the recita-
tion of the Qur’an, which Seyyed Hossein
Nasr insightfully describes as “the spiritu-
al force behind the poetry and music of all
Islamic peoples.”

In these Islamic contexts,? the art of
poetry is often referred to by the Qur’anic
term “the language of the birds” (mantiq
al-tayr) from verse 27:16, in which Sol-
omon says, “O people, we have been
taught the language of the birds, and we
have been given of all things. Truly, this
is the clear (mubin) bounty!” As Muslim
scholars and poets throughout the ages
have noted, the word mantiq in this verse,
commonly translated as “speech” or “lan-
guage,”™ also means “logic,” expressing
the close relationship between logic and
poetry,s while the second half of the verse
conveys the all-encompassing nature of
the latter as a bounty of clarifying exposi-
tion (another meaning of the term mubin)
and wisdom, uniting all things. As sura
Sad describes the poetry of the Psalms of
David: “We compelled the mountains to
hymn with him at nightfall and sunrise,
and the birds gathered, each oft-turning
to Him. And We strengthened his king-
dom and gave him wisdom and decisive
speech” (38:18—20). Here, the fixed and
the earthly (the mountains, the pillars of
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Artwork from a Mughal-era copy of the diwan of Hafez.
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the macrocosm) and the flying and heav-
enly (the birds, symbolizing the angelic
pillars of the metacosm) are united in the
poetic act of the khalifa (38:26), the vicege-
rent David (the microcosm), at the limin-
al times of nightfall and sunrise, uniting
the day (manifestation) and the night (the
unseen). This triad of meta-macro-mi-
crocosm or heaven-earth-human, plays
an important role in framing the under-
standing of poetry and poetic knowledge
in many contexts.

From this perspective, many Islamic
poets, particularly Sufi poets, advanced
the idea of this “language” or “logic” of
the birds as a kind of all-comprehensive
mode of expression capable of communi-
cating and synthesizing forms of knowl-
edge that other media cannot. The fa-
mous poet-scholar Amir Khusrau of Del-
hi wrote, “Science is like water in a cask:
draw ten sound conclusions, and its vol-
ume decreases. Poetry, however, is an ev-
er-flowing spring—and should you delve
into it even a hundred times, it cannot di-
minish.”® One reason for this dynamic is
that poetry cultivates wonder and awe. As
Lara Harb writes,

The evocation of wonder was the
main goal of classical Arabic poetry
according to classical Arabic literary
theorists, such as al-Jurjani. Wonder
is this unique experience that is lo-
cated on the cusp between ignorance
and knowledge. It is a response to the
unknown, unexpected and unfamiliar
that spurs one into a search for and
discovery of knowledge. In this sense,
wonder is the foundation of philo-
sophical, scientific and metaphysical
enquiry. It is due to wonder that hu-
man beings began to philosophise, as
Aristotle declared in his Metaphysics.”7

Al-Jurjani explained how, through its lin-
guistic and aesthetic techniques, poetry
stops the train of ordinary thought and
“defamiliarizes” the familiar, causing us
to discover it afresh, to see it in a new light
and savor the joy of discovery. He wrote,
“The pleasure of the soul is based on being
lifted from the hidden to the visible, being
presented with the plain after the enig-
matic, being moved from the known to
the better and more intimately known.”*
In a similar vein, Charles Baudelaire de-
fined poetic genius as the “capacity to
recover childhood” and perceive a given
thing “in all of its freshness, as the very
symbol of reality.”” Or as the English poet
William Blake wrote, both describing and
illustrating this poetic perception:

To see a World in a Grain of Sand

And a Heaven in a Wild Flower

Hold Infinity in the palm of your hand
And Eternity in an hour.*

In more prosaic terms, the same poet
wrote, “If the doors of perception were
cleansed, everything would appear to
man as it is, infinite.”* True poetry partic-
ipates in this “cleansing” of the perceptu-
al faculties by sweeping aside the cobwebs
occluding the hidden passages connect-
ing all things, polishing phenomena to
reflective translucence, granting us an ex-
perience of the One in everything and ev-
erything in each one—the universality of
things in their particularity, and their par-
ticularity in their universality.> As James
C. Taylor wrote in Poetic Knowledge, “Poetic
experience indicates an encounter with
reality that is nonanalytical, something
that is perceived as beautiful, awful (awe-
full), spontaneous, mysterious. It is true
that poetic experience has the surprise of
metaphor found in poetry, but also found
in common experience, when the mind,
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through the senses and emotions, sees in
delight, or even in terror, the significance
of what is really there.”

Moreover, this poetic wonder or awe
is the response to that which cannot be
fully encompassed or tied down by con-
ceptual definition or analysis—it can be
expressed and alluded to but exceeds ex-
planation. As the great Egyptian Sufi poet
Ibn al-Farid wrote, “In allusion, there is
meaning not contained in plain expres-
sion.”* This notion of “suggestion” or
“resonance” (dhvani) was central to the in-
fluential poetics of the Kashmiri Shaivite
philosopher Abhinavagupta, who argued
that the indirect suggestion of aesthetic
experience (rasadhvani, literally “the res-
onance of taste/flavor or juice/essence”)
is the “soul of poetry.” Prefiguring Amir
Khusrau, he writes:

Aesthetical experience takes place,
as everyone can notice, by virtue, as
it were, of the squeezing out of the
poetical word. Persons aesthetical-
ly sensitive, indeed, read and taste
many times over the same poem. In
contradiction to practical means of
perception, that, their task being ac-
complished, are no more of any use
and must then be abandoned, a poem,
indeed, does not lose its value after it
has been comprehended. The words,
in poetry, must therefore have an addi-
tional power, that of suggestion, and
for this very reason the transition from
the conventional meaning to the poet-
ic one is unnoticeable.®

Using the example of the phrase “a vil-
lage in/on the Ganges” (garigayam ghosah),
Abhinavagupta explains that given that
the literal sense is impossible (the villag-
ers would drown), the phrase evokes a
different mode of cognition, in which the

artistic expression itself, its connotations
and affective resonances, and not its de-
notation, become the primary object of an
elevated aesthetic experience and enjoy-
ment, in addition to the “decoded,” more
literal meaning of “a village on the banks
of the Ganges river”:

“Avillage on the Ganges” suggests the
beauty, peacefulness, and holiness of
the village. These suggestions spring
from the primary sense of the word
“Ganges,” not from the secondary,
or shifted, sense of “bank,” which we
need in order to make sense of the
expression. It is logic that demands
the secondary sense. The suggestion,
the poetry, springs directly from the
primary.

Thus, the faint or imperceptible sugges-
tion (dhvani) of poetry subtly resonates
with the memories of experiences and
feelings in the mind of the reader the way
certain smells or locations or half-heard
songs can evoke memories and feelings
without us being directly aware of them
(e.g., the smell of a particular kind of
cloth brings back memories of my child-
hood in Nigeria and my grandfather, and
the word teeth can subtly evoke memories
and feelings about particular smiles, bark-
ing dogs, or the dentist’s office—but usu-
ally at the edges of my awareness). Once
aesthetically evoked, these ordinary feel-
ings or states of mind (bhdva) can saturate
the consciousness of the listener and are
transformed into the heightened aesthet-
ic experience of rasa, the feeling or quality
evoked and transfigured by artistic craft
and aesthetic delight.” Abhinavagupta
describes this experience of rasa as a kind
of refinement or distillation of particular,
everyday feelings and states by removing
their limiting and individualizing barriers,
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Butterfly over Water, Frederic Edwin Church, ca. 1865

producing an aesthetic experience that
opens up onto universal consciousness of
the divine Self.®® For example, he argues
that unlike ordinary pleasures—which
are inevitably combined with self-interest
(such as the desire for the continuance of
the pleasure, or various other desires)—
at its rapturous peak, the aesthetic “sa-
voring” of rasa is its own goal, virtually
escaping the individual self-interests and
desires of the listener, whose particular
memories and feelings are abstracted
or elevated to the more universal level
of rasa. As he writes, “A poem’s having
the efficacy (bhavakatva) to create rasas is
nothing more than a poem’s power of
making the vibhdvas [feelings], etc., uni-
versal.”»

Like al-Jurjani, Abhinavagupta de-
scribes in great detail the various linguis-
tic and poetic features that produce this
kind of heightened aesthetic experience,
which he also associates with wonder,
surprise, awe, and astonishment,?* but he
places greater emphasis on the psycho-
logical processes that create this elevated
aesthetic experience through the unique

power of evocative suggestion (dhvani),
whose addition to the ordinary denota-
tive functioning of language allows us to
“squeeze the juice” out of words, savoring
their expressions of the ineffable evoked
in our consciousness. As one scholar sum-
marizes Abhinavagupta’s theory: “When
language serves art, it neither negates nor
dispenses with linguistic apprehension.
Rather, it delivers more than language
can: the ineffable essence of the subject
who experiences love, compassion, grief,
the comic, and more, including qui-
etude.”>

Similarly, the Arabic verb sha‘ara—from
which the word for poetry (shi‘r) is de-
rived—names a kind of indirect, subtle
perception, awareness, feeling, or intu-
ition (shu‘iir). It also has the same root
as sha‘r, which means “hair,” and poets
and etymologists have linked this to their
shared qualities of fineness and subtlety—
the indirect perception we have of things,
such as the wind through the hairs on our
body and the feeling of our “hair standing
on end”—that can accompany this kind of
obscure awareness and moving poetry.3
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The following verses of Emily Dickin-
son beautifully convey and portray this
dynamic of wonder, surprise, pleasure,
ineftability, and the necessity of allusion:

Tell all the truth but tell it slant —
Success in Circuit lies

Too bright for our infirm Delight
The Truth’s superb surprise

As Lightning to the Children eased
With explanation kind

The Truth must dazzle gradually
Or every man be blind—3

Thus the inexhaustibility of the ineffable
finds a home in the allusions, aporias,
ambiguities, epistrophes, paradoxes, and
coincidence of opposites that character-
ize poetic speech3* and prevent it from
being frozen into a static set of defini-
tions and referents; these subtleties, the
indefiniteness of poetic suggestion, and
its capacity to inspire awe are what make
poetry an “ever-flowing spring” leading
to the ocean and not a “cask of water.” As
Abhinavagupta writes, “By this road of
dhvani (resonance) and of subordinated
suggestion, which has been shown, the
imagination of poets can be indefinitely
extended... a further result is an infinite
extension of the poet’s imagination!”s
As opposed to a simple picture or photo-
graph, a true poem is more like an open
window through which we can contem-
plate the ever-changing internal and ex-
ternal worlds, and through which these
worlds meet, mingle, and transform each
other. 3 In short, poetry leads beyond it-
self. Like music, poetry is perpetually van-
ishing into the silence that is its origin and
destination. As Tu Wei-Ming wrote of Chi-
nese poetry in the Wei-Chin (ca. fourth-
century) period, “What the poet evokes, in
the Wei-Chin sense of lyricism, far from
being an unrestrained enthusiasm for a

passing phenomenon, is a penetrating in-
sight into the enduring pattern of things.
The words, so long as they are pointers to
the poetic vision of such a pattern, are a
necessary instrument for disclosing the
Tao. As soon as the Tao is revealed and
the meaning understood, they must fade
away so that the ineffable Tao can be ex-
perienced directly.” Or as Basho wrote,
both illustrating and expressing this dy-
namic:

A cicada shell;
it sang itself
utterly away.3

Similarly, Abhinavagupta posits that the
ninth rasa of “tranquil quietude” (santa
rasa) is a kind of “rasa of rasas,” running
through them all like the thread of a neck-
lace, or like the white light within all col-
ors, and he argues that all successful art
should resolve itself into this rasa, which
is the end goal of all poetry, of all aesthet-
ic and human experience, as it is the ful-
fillment and thus the end of all desires; in
this regard, he cites the following verses
of the Mahabharata:

The joy of pleasure in the world

and the greater joy of pleasures found
in heaven

are not worth a sixteenth of the joy

that comes from the dying of desire.®

And likewise, the final stanza of San Juan
de la Cruz’s beautiful “Noche oscura del
alma” (Dark night of the soul) reads:

I abandoned and forgot myself,

Laying my face on my Beloved;

All things ceased; I went out from
myself,

Leaving my cares

Forgotten among the lilies.+

Or consider the testimonies of Rumi’s pen:
“Love has come and covered my mouth:
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‘Throw away your poetry and come to the
stars’”+ and

I think of poetic rhyme while my
Beloved

Tells me to think of Him and nothing
else

What are words that thou shouldst
think about them

What are words but thorns of the wall
of the vineyard?

I shall put aside expressions, words
and sounds,

So that without all three I shall carry
out an intimate discourse with
thee+

And

Whatever description or explanation I
give of love

when I reach love, I am ashamed of it

Although the description of the
tongue clarifies,

love that is tongueless is of greater
clarity

As the pen hastened to write

when it came to love, it split on itself.

In describing love, reason becomes
mired like an ass in mud.

It is love alone, it is love alone

which has explained love and being in
love.#

Or in one of my own poems:

Words are just folds in

the bedsheets, un-tight
Reminding us of

what we did last night
Calling us back to

our silent delights

But instead of passing over the ineffable in
silence, Sufi and other traditional, spiritu-
al poets have gone a different way than the
Wittgenstein of the Tractatus, and seem

to have adopted the motto “Whereof one
cannot speak, thereof one must sing.”

Poetry: The Pattern of the
Words and Worlds

As alluded to above, poetry is particular-
ly effective at leading us beyond itself,
transforming us and the world, due to its
embodiment of the resonant harmonies
between the realms of the cosmos, the
human soul, and the transcendent Real,
in the realm of human language. As Tu
Wei-Ming explains, “The paradox that the
Tao is ineffable but can be experienced di-
rectly is predicated on the belief that there
is always an internal resonance between
human beings and the natural order of
things.”# In Qur’anic terms, this can be
seen in the symbolic ambiguity of the
Qur’anic term dydat—which means both
the symbols of God “on the horizons and
in our souls” (41:53) and the verses of the
Qur’an—illustrating the doctrine of “the
three books” of the human soul, the cos-
mos, and revelation/scripture that reflect
and illuminate each other, conveying the
divine message of the nature of the Real.
Ibn al-‘Arab?’ stated, “We emerged from
speech. That is His word, ‘Be!, so we
came to be. Silence is a state of nonexis-
tence, and speech is a state of existence.”
Commenting on this, William Chittick
writes, “Created things are the speech of
God, and the words they speak are spoken
through them, not by them.”# If the entire
cosmos is speech, and speech ordered by
meter and rhyme is poetry,* then the or-
dered speech of the cosmos and our souls
is a kind of existential poetry, and the po-
etry we recite is an echo of this creative
act. As Ibn al-‘Arabi writes, “All of the
world is endowed with rhythm, fastened
by rhyme, on the Straight Path.”# Synthe-
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sizing these perspectives, Seyyed Hossein
Nasr explains:

According to the traditional doctrine,
the inner reality of the cosmos, which
unveils itself to the inner eye or to in-
tellectual vision—for which the inner
eye is the instrument of perception—
is based upon a harmony which im-
poses itself even upon the corporeal
domain. This harmony is, moreover,
reflected in the world of language,
which is itself a reflection of both the
soul of man and of the cosmos.... Har-
mony is always present, but as its im-
print upon the word or substance of
language becomes more marked and
profound, poetry comes into being,
poetry which through its re-echoing of
the fundamental Harmony of things is
able to aid man to return to the higher
states of being and consciousness.”#

A similar perspective is found in Liu Xie’s
influential work on Chinese poetics, The
Literary Mind and the Carving of Dragons, in
which he posits pattern/order (wen) as the
unifying constitutive principle underlying
the various phenomena of the classic Chi-
nese cosmological triad of heaven, earth,
and humanity. Rafal Stepien explains:

Wen is the manifestation of the Way
in the world of appearances; it is
thus not external decoration (waishi)
but the externalization of an internal
necessity....

Having thus proposed wen as the
ordering principle of heaven and
earth in the very first sentences of
his treatise, Liu Xie immediately goes
on to position humanity as the third
member ofthis cosmic triad. Humanity
is nothing less than “the mind of
heaven and earth” (tiandi zhi xin). How
so? Because humanity is endowed with

consciousness (xingling): the ability to
discern the constitutive pattern or wen
of things.... and, crucially, to give it
expressive voice.#

After describing the emergence of wen
from the undifferentiation of the supreme
ultimate (taiji) and its appearance in the
patterns of heaven (e.g., tianwen, astron-
omy, astrology) and earth (diwen, geogra-
phy), Liu Xie turns to the emergence of
the patterns of humanity: renwen, meaning
culture, cultivation, learning, and litera-
ture. Starting from the legendary origins
of the Chinese writing system from the
observation of bird tracks—another ac-
count of the “language of the birds” that
symbolically unites heaven, earth, and
humanity in a natural process—Liu Xie
explains, “When mind arises, language
abides. When language abides, literature
enlightens.”s® That is, just as mind natu-
rally emerges from the process of man-
ifestation as that which must recognize
and be aware of wen, the pattern or nature
of reality, language naturally emerges
from mind, as the medium through which
wen can be expressed. Stephen Owen ex-
plains, “Language is the fulfillment of the
process, the knowing that makes known,
and that fulfillment will be human wen
[cultivation/literature].”s"

Connecting this process to spiritual
enlightenment, Liu Xie writes, “There-
fore we know that through the sages the
way transmits wen, and that the sages rely
on wen to manifest the way,” and Stepien
comments, “This means that, by author-
ing works of wen, those engaged in literary
craft embody, manifest, enlighten (ming)
the way inherently at work in all nature.”s?
That s, properly patterned literature, such
as good poetry, both reflects and emerg-
es from the very nature of reality. It is the
full flowering of the “mind of heaven and
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earth,” the fruit containing the seed from
which the entire cosmic tree emerged.s
Liu Xie contrasts this true literature of
the titular “carving dragons” (dioalong),
which naturally expresses and completes
the very pattern of the fabric of reality,
with the pejorative “carving insects” (dia-
ochong), the shallow artifice of “frippery
poetastery,”s* concluding his classic work
with the following verse:

If literature conveys the mind
My mind has been delivered.ss

Birds are also central to the mythical ori-
gin of Sanskrit poetry, according to which
the first verse (shloka) was composed as
the sage Valmiki was happily watching a
pair of mating cranes in the river, when
suddenly, a hunter’s arrow killed one of
the birds, and thereupon its mate gave a
piercing, mournful cry and died of grief.
Moved by this tragic scene and spotting
the hunter, Valmiki extemporaneous-
ly proclaimed the first verse of Sanskrit
poetry, which became the model for the
structure of the Ramayana:

You will find no rest for the long years
of Eternity

For you killed a bird in love and
unsuspecting.s

Later writers, such as Abhinavagupta, ex-
plain the process by which this first verse of
the first poet came into being as the trans-
mutation of the bird’s grief and cry, in the
clear heart of the sage through “a melting
of his thought” into the universal form of
rasa, which “then like the spilling over of a
jar filled with liquid, like the pouring forth
of one’s emotion into a cry of lament,
this [grief now transformed into the rasa
of compassion] found its final form in a
verse cast into fixed form of meter and
into appropriate words.”s That is, it took

a visionary sage to perceive the universal,
underlying structure of reality revealed in
the particular event, and transform it in
the “clear mirror” of his own heart (which
was already structured according to the
same universal pattern of reality) into the
generalized rasa. This state could then be
expressed in appropriate speech of poet-
ry, whose patterns of suggestion or reso-
nance (dhvani) evoke the same universal
consciousness of aesthetic perception, of
rasa. As Abhinavagupta’s teacher wrote:

It has been said that no non-seer can
be deservingly called a poet, and one
is a seer only by virtue of his vision.
Vision is the power of disclosing intu-
itively the reality underlying the man-
ifold materials in the world and their
aspects. To be termed a “poet” in the
authoritative texts it is enough to be
possessed of this vision of reality. But
in everyday speech the world accords
that title to him alone who possess-
es vision as well as expression. Thus,
though the first poet (Valmiki) was
highly gifted with enduring and clear
vision, he was not hailed as a poet by
people until he embodied it in a de-
scriptive work.s®

A similar understanding based on the Pla-
tonic and Aristotelian notion of mimesis
(imitation/representation) of the forms
of nature is echoed in Taylor’s aforemen-
tioned Poetic Knowledge, where he writes,
“Poetry, and poetic knowledge, discovers
the invisible principles in real things with-
out destroying the thing itself.”s Similar-
ly, one scholar describes Gerard Manley
Hopkins’s central notion of “an inscape,”
based on the Neoplatonic philosophy of
Duns Scotus: “To Hopkins, an inscape
was something more than a delightful
sensory impression: it was an insight, by
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divine grace, into the ultimate spiritual
reality, seeing the pattern, air, melody, in
things from, as it were, God’s side.”®

Hopkins’s poetry has always strongly re-
minded me of traditional Yoruba poetry,
whose general poetics (in the broad sense
of the term, including all forms of art)® is
most clearly encapsulated in the concept
and genre of oriki, which are “collections
orstrings of name-like attributive epithets,
‘praises’ whichare neithernarrative norde-
scriptive, but vocative. They are addressed
to their subject or ‘owner,” and are felt to
encapsulate, and evoke in some way, that
subject’s essential powers and qualities.”®
Oriki literally means to “call,” “evoke,” or
even “provoke” the orf of a thing, which is
atonce its “head,” “inner reality,” “guardi-
an spirit,” and “destiny,” chosen in heaven
before it comes down to earth.® The nu-
merous myths aboutori describeitasakind
ofnexuswhere each individual thing meets
the supreme Being and Creator (Oldduimare|
Adrun); one priestess describes ori as “that
part of one’s complex identity which is an
imperishable part of God,” and another
sage characterized it as “the act of the self
[emi] when it is with the supreme deity (O
10 run).”% Thus, the poetry of oriki func-
tions to call forth the universal, spiritual
essence (ori) of a particular thing, which
is also a particular power or quality of the
universal sacred (Olédumare/Q ¢ run), man-
ifested through the descent of the divine
word (0r0).5%

In these anthropocosmic conceptions
of poetry, the poet imitates, or extends,
and ultimately participates in the creative
act of the Creator, patterning human lan-
guage so as to sympathetically resonate
with the related underlying patterns of the
world and consciousness. Aimé Césaire
describes this process:

But one man... puts humanity back in
the universal concert, one man unites
the human flowering with universal
flowering; that man is the poet.... In
other words, poetry is full bloom. The
blossoming of mankind to the dimen-
sions of the world; giddy dilation. And
it can be said that all true poetry, with-
out ever abandoning its humanity, at
the moment of the greatest mystery
ceases to be strictly human so as to be
truly cosmic. There we see resolved,
and by the poetic state, two of the most
anguishing antinomies that exist: the
antinomy of one and other, the antin-
omy of Self and World.... He speaks
and returns language to its purity. By
purity I mean not subject to habit or
thought but only to the cosmic thrust.
The poet’s word, the primal word: rup-
estral design in the stuff of sound. The
poet’s utterance, primal utterance, the
universe played with and copied.%

Thus, in true poetry, thewalls that separate
subject and object, self and other, nature
and culture, language and reality, the Real
(al-Haqq) / ultimate reality / Self and cre-
ation (al-khalq) / conventional reality / self
are porous (if they can be said to exist at
all), leading to a distinct form of “poetic
knowledge” that is clearly described by
Basho:

Go to the pine if you want to learn about the
pine, or to the bamboo if you want to learn
about the bamboo. And in doing so, you
must leave your subjective preoccupation
with yourself. Otherwise you impose your-
self on the object and do not learn. Your po-
etry issues of its own accord when you and
the object have become one—when you have
plunged deep enough into the object to see
something like a hidden glimmering there.

However well-phrased your poetry may be, if
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However well-phrased your poetry may Or, as Wallace Stevens writes in “The
be, if your feeling is not natural—if the Snow Man”:
object and yourself are separate—then

One must have a mind of winter

your poetry is not true poetry but merely To regard the frost and the boughs

L .6 ( .
your subjective counterfeit. Of the pine-trees crusted with snow;®

<&

This essay, supported by a grant from the Templeton Religion Trust, is an excerpt from a longer article
published on the Renovatio website. Visit renovatio.zaytuna.edu to read the complete article.
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