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OM: One Book Universal 

Brahma Praava 
 

Alyette Degraces 

 

 
 

The word OM, according to the Taittirya texts, has many meanings like beginning 

(rambha), acceptance (svkra), auspicious (magala), assent (anumati) and the 

praava. In the Upanishads, however, it appears for the first time as a sacred syllable 

with mystical connotations.  In this connection, OM is considered an object of 

profound religious meditation, the highest spiritual efficacy being attributed not only 

to the whole word but to the component sounds a, u, and m and their mode of 

enunciation. Two aspects of OM are highlighted in this paper, namely, OM as a 

mantra intended for some specific types of ascetics and OM as Brahman, also called 

the brahma praava. 

The sacred and mystic syllable OM considered in its two forms is OM as Brahman, 

the brahma praava and the mantra intended for the last two orders of ascetics, 

namely, Turytta and Avadhta.
1
 More than a mantra, OM as a Brahman in a cycle, 

gathering by itself the diverse values of OM according to the different states of the 

Self in the human being.  Mainly for this reason the Upaniads consider OM as 

Brahman (brahma-praava). 

                                                           
1
 Nrada-parivrjaka Upaniad, VIII, 1;  Nsihottara-tpini Upaniad, 1, 2. 
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The syllable OM has three sounds, a, u, m; and they represent the triple values of the 

sound—of creation, of conservation, and of destruction; all the potentialities are thus 

included in OM under the three functions of the sound.  The sound ‗a‘ is what exists, 

what has been manifested; the sound ‗u‘, what is preserved; the sound ‗m‘ points out 

the functions of destruction.  Probably the term abda-Brahman denotes the 

manifestation of the Brahman by the meditation of the sound.
2
  The revelation of the 

absolute by the speech is better understood if the sound carries in itself the powers of 

manifesting, preserving, and destroying.  

The speech appears in various forms: ―I have many states, I enter in many (forms),‖
3
 

says the hymn dedicated to vk.  This transmutation gives to the speech, a fruitful and 

creative aspect. It carries within the creative forces of the universe, the energy; as such 

it is compared to mothers.  And such speech is not informative, but formative, in the 

sense that it gives form; it creates the visible as shown in some brahmanical stories: 

―Prajapati was himself all alone in the universe; vk was in him, vk was his second. 

He thought: I want to let this speech (vk) out; it will go changing ad infinitum; that 

what was completely up-wards, it will develop just as the drop of water.‖
4
 Though vk 

belongs to Prajpati it must go forth from him, and be emitted in order that the beings 

shall be manifested.  There are some other stories where Prajpati does not create 

speech, but he uses it to create the universe.
5
 Uttering the three vyhtis; bh, 

bhuva, sva he created the earth, the intermediate space, and the sky.
6
 

The four divisions of this power, namely the speech-potentiality, are: The first state in 

the order of the descent from the Brahman is the Supreme Power (par-vk) of the 

unmanifested. The second –the power of ‗vision‘ (payant), the first mobile aspect of 

par, an immediate knowledge and support of the sound—is the abda-Brahman 

itself. It is the state of knowledge and consciousness of the absolute. These first two 

states are still at the supreme cosmic level (vara). The third state situated in the 

                                                           
2
 Brahmabindu Upaniad , 17. 

3
 Rgveda, X. 125. 3. 

4
 Tya Brhmaa, XX. xiv. 2. 

5
 atapatha Brhma, VI. 1.1.3. 

6
 Op. Cit., XI. 1.6.3. 
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middle is madhyam.  Of course, its order is between the payant and the last 

articulate state.  

The last state manifests the name of the completely spread out sound power 

(vaikhar); it is a name, for the power does not have any more a function; it is 

manifested as the movement of the sound is totally defined in the articulated speech 

belonging to the tangible field of the gross forms (sthla). This sound, becoming 

speech is a directly audible sound (rautaabda), the manifested and visible energy. 

Vaikhar, gross speech, includes all the forms of the universal element. This worldly 

speech (vir-abda) is opposed to the supreme power of sound, the causal energy in 

form of light and that is never heard (arotra-viaya). Par  vk is unmanifested; it is a 

mere position of the absolute while the three other states exist in the manifested body.  

Beyond the four states there is in the human being the silence (mauna) and in the 

cosmic level, the Brahman, that is no more the sound, but the non-sound (a-abda 

brahman). 

All this leads to the renunciant to fuse his speech in the praava, OM.  The collective 

speech of the renunciant commands a double state: of the separation, the distance from 

the whole here represented by the primary sound, and at the same time its state of 

connection with it  By this process, consisting in bringing the speech basically to the 

only syllable OM, the sanysin (namely the Paramahamsa), regulates his individual 

speech (either profane of ritual) to the whole; giving up Veda and mantra he elevates 

it from a certain limitation by opening it to its cosmic primitive measure.  The path is 

found again; the individual part is resorbed. The sound OM in the macrocosmic level 

gathers the creative force; in the individual level it is the breath in which the 

renunciant has absorbed the fire.  

To Nrada‘s question relating to the Praava, Brahm answers: ―That is OM; That is 

the Brahman.‖
7
 It is in two forms, individual and universal! (vya-samai-

prakrea).  The individual form (vyai) represents the distinct parts of the whole, the 

                                                           
7
 Nrada-parivrjaka Upaniad, VIII. 1. 
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multiple in the One or the One manifested in the multiple.  ―I am Brahman‖
8
, 

expresses this individual form.  But if all these parts gather in one collection to form 

this multiple, a state in which each element is consubstantial with the whole, in which 

the entirety alone matters, we know the universal form (samati).  From the statement 

―I am Brahman,‖ we come to ―OM is the Brahman‖. 

The Praava being the power of OM, otherwise called ‗spontaneous‘ (anhata),
9
 rests 

on the triple value of the sound, bringing about relation between the different states of 

the Self and the stages of the manifestation.  The Nrada-parivrjaka Upniad (VII. 9) 

divides first the praava in three modes; OM as the sound of the human (manuya-

praava) or OM as the external sound composed of four units and intended for the 

renunciants Kucaka and Bahdaka; OM as the internal sound (ntara-praava) of  

eight units is for the Hasa and Paramahasa; then OM as Brahma; (brahma-

praava) of sixteen units is reserved only for the two last orders of  ascetics, the 

Turytta and the Avadhta. These diverse modes of praava describe, in fact, a way 

to the knowledge through the only sound OM. 

The Nrada-Parivrjaka Upaniad (VIII) divides OM as Brahman (brahma-praava) 

in three forms. OM as the sound of creation (si-praava), OM as the sound of 

destruction or resorption (sahra-praava): the former belongs to the manifested 

field, it has attributes (sagua); the latter signifies the resorption of forms, it is without 

attributes (nirgua). The third form is OM as the internal and external sound (antar-

bahi-praava), It is called ubhaya-praava, for it has attributes and is without one at 

the same time. But the OM as Brahman (brahma-praava) is more than these three 

divisions. Besides these three sounds of OM, there exists a primitive sound OM as the 

sound of the origin (utpatti-praava). It is the first position out of the absolute and 

corresponds with the first state of the creation during the process of emergence or of 

epiphany; indefinite and definite aspects of the still unmanifested forms: OM as the 

sound of the origin is a sound with attributes and without attributes (nirgua-sagua).  

                                                           
8
 Bhadrayaka Upaniad, 1. 4. 10. 

9
 Also refer for the anhata mantra -- Nirva Upaniad, 59; Paramahasa-parivrjaka Upaniad, 4. 
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Indeed the sound OM is one.  Also this unique sound OM contains many units of 

sound.  However, these divisions correspond with states that are too subtle to be 

described and even felt. 

 

The sound of creation represents OM as figuring the beginning of manifestation.  It 

points out the appearance of the multiple.  Composed of one unit (mtr) the main 

element of the praava is the a: it is the dominant (pradhna); this unit is no more the 

attributeless one, but the one is the process of manifestation.  On the contrary the 

sound of resorption (sahra-praava) denotes the sound OM as annihilating the 

manifestation.  We must understand here that the conclusive movement represents 

thus the renunciant seeking liber-ation.  The praava OM gathers and destroys the 

appearance of the sound forms; it comprises of the three units and the three units 

resorb into it.  At this stage the element m forms the dominant.  Among the gods 

associated with the order of the syllables, the Trimrtis reign here: Rudra, Brahm, 

Viu; Rudra or iva leads the triad giving precedence to the destructive aspect.  After 

this there is no division.      

OM is both the internal and external sound (antar-bahi) at the micro and macro 

cosmic levels respectively for the human being in quest of knowledge.  OM as internal 

sound (anta) is of eight units and is situated at the level of creation. In the case of the 

human, it belongs to the gross speech, having a place in the last state of the 

manifestation itself.  OM as the  external sound  (bahi) is composed of four units and 

is connected with the complete deployment of forms, with all the elements (viva) of 

the gross field; it is said to be exterior to the human according to the order of 

appearance of the speech from inside to outside. This OM as external sound supposes 

the precedence of OM as internal sound.  With OM as both the sounds, ubhaya 

(internal and external), we reach the cosmic level.  This highest level is experienced 

by the renunciant.  In taking the units of these three values of the sound OM, OM as 

the internal sound, external sound and the ubhaya (both) we have the successive eight, 

four and sixteen units.  
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Each sound of OM receives an equivalent sound of OM specifying the meaning.  OM 

as internal sound is called OM as the sound giving expression (vyvahrika-praava): 

induced from the three previous states in the human—the sound that is the power 

situated in the middle (madhyam), the power of ‗vision‘ (payant) and the supreme 

power (par)—it indicates the achievement of the sound in the speech, in one name, 

vaikhar . The element ‗a‘ represents the whole speech: akro vai sarv vk. Durg 

presides over this state of affirming clearly the aspect of manifestation. The goddess 

represents the akti, the manifested and unmanifested energy.  OM as ubhaya is OM 

as the sound of position (sthiti), made of two units and fulfilling the function of 

protection, of conservation of the whole; it sets up all the multiple aspects of the 

universe; it is the analytic form by excellence (vya). It is otherwise called OM as the 

sound of the wise (ra-praava); as such it designates the okra understood by the 

i. In its individual form of OM as the eternal sound, it grows into the synthesised 

form, the sama as mediators the is elevate the speech to its high abode, and 

inverting the movements, ―bring it to the human.‖
10

 This OM signifies the relation of 

the human to the whole but under a still individual aspect. OM as visualised by the 

renunciates is different; over it reigns the Lord of the virj (that illuminates) and the 

inner self (antarymin). OM as the ubhaya sound manifests OM as the illuminating 

cosmic sound (vir-praava). This OM signifies the relation of the human to the 

whole but under universal aspect.  OM as the cosmic sound is the knowledge of the 

two aspects of the world.  

OM is the illuminating sound (vir-praava) of sixteen units according to the Tantra 

and kta schools.
11

 The sixteen units of the sound constitute the aspects of it that 

must be understood in and as a process of knowledge. They are – the sound a, the 

sound u, and the sound m, the sound in half-unit (ardha-mtr), the nda, the aspects 

of kal, beyond its aspects, kaltta, the power of nti, the power beyond nti, being 

ntyatta, the unman, the manonman, the par, the pura, the pur, the madhyam, 

the payant, and the sound being the supreme power, par.  At this time the duality 

                                                           
10

 Exactly ―to divide,‖ Rgveda, X. 71.3. 
11

 See A. Avalon, The Garland of letters, Madras. 
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does not exist; the state of consciousness rises when the spirit remains without 

modifications, perplexed; with  the cessation of the mind the self enters the fortress 

symbolising the state of union with the supreme soul. 

Thus sixteen units are the symbols of the whole.  The Paramahasa-

parivrjakopaniad (4) indicates it clearly in sub-dividing each of the four states of the 

Self in four places and connecting thus the states of consciousness with the individual 

form of the self.  All these indicating subtle gradations cannot be understood but only 

experienced.  In each degree, in each state, the whole is played again with the same 

elements and in starting again each time from the beginning.  The multiplication each 

state in four degrees points out explicitly that each degree in itself contains already in 

its level all the diversified manifestations.  The renunciant meditating on the Om is 

thus enabled to go over the four-fold states of the manifestations according to the four-

fold subdivisions.  Four by four, there are sixteen parts defining the whole, the 

mystical number par excellence.  Everything is played again and reaches completion 

inside the renunciant. 

These sixteen parts can once more be gathered in four global units implying the four 

sub-divisions.  The Upaniads
12

  associate the sound a with the waking state, u with 

the dreaming state, m with the deep-sleep state and the ardha-mtr with the fourth 

state (turya).  Here OM as the illuminating sound (virt-praava), corresponding to 

the universal form (samati), is gathered and unified in the supreme syllable 

(paramkara).    

With the ardhamtra-praava, OM as the sound of creation (sti) ends.  These are 

the four forms of the sound corresponding to the four states; it is no more the concern 

of the individual self (jva), but of the universal Self given by the form of 

consciousness or of the intelligence (caitanya) that belongs to each state.  The four 

units are called ot [? See Nradaparivrjaka Upaniad, Upadea 8.7:  

Jtnujt…] anujt, anyjnaikarasa and the undifferentiated, avikalpa, 

                                                           
12

 Paramhasaparivrjaka Upaniad, 4; Mkya Upaniad, 4. 



Alyette Degraces 
 

 

 

8 

  OM: One God Universal 

respectively associated with a, u, m, and the ardha-mtra: these four states of the 

consciousness are connected with the gross, subtle and causal forms. 

The four forms of consciousness lead, according to the order, to the ultimate state the 

turya-tyrya, the syllable OM; considered in its entirety, it gets then the two forms, the 

individual and the universal (vyati-samati).  It marks the end of the goal.  All the 

forms fadeaway and all the opposition disappears (nipratiyoga).  After all the given 

distinctions, one reaches the unity. 

Two points must be noted.  The fourth, turya or turya can be called the tatastha, the 

―neutral‖ 
13

 designating the neuter gender of the Brahman.  The idea of the neutral 

suggests reaching beyond the contraries and the genders.  The same idea of going 

beyond, leads the Nrada-parivrjaka Upaniad (VI. 2) to conceive a fifth state, the 

turiytta, literally beyond the turya; turiytta represents the unity of these four 

states.  The state of union of the individual and universal forms (vyati, samat), the 

ultimate state called turiya-turiya or the unity turytta are achieved by the renunciant. 

The renunciant perceives everything as OM.  The universe is OM.
14

  By repeating 

OM, he has made a vibratory body, a ‗sound-body‘.  It is figured by the mataphor, by 

the friction of the fire-wood (araI) that is OM, with the wood of the body, rises the 

knowledge of the hidden god.
15

     

The renunciant goes through successively the diverse and subtle states; by the return 

of the speech in the sound, he reaches the causal body, that in the inferior level 

corresponds to the deep-sleep state, and in the superior level to the state of the fourth  

(turya).  He gains the pure state of consciousness.  Thus does he pass from the state of 

jiva or individual self to that of caitanya or universal self of consciousness.  He 

touches the last measure, the state of contemplation in the form of the sound OM.  

According to L de LaVallee Poussin,  ―The person that is born of a death is neither the 

                                                           
13

 Nrada-parivrjaka Upaniad , Vi. 4. 
14

 Taittriya Upaniad, 1. 8. 
15

 vetvatara Upaniad, 1. 14.;  Kaivalya Upaniad, 1. 11. 
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same than this who is dead, nor differs‖.
16

   This is the whole invisible work of the 

renunciant. 

The ‗sound-body‘ constitutes to the renunciant an open form where there is the 

presence of Brahman, namely an empty form fulfilled by the only Brahman. Because 

the sound is knowledge, it leads to the Brahman; it raises as an hierophantes until the 

formless of which it is measure and meditation: ―Indeed two Brahmans have to be 

meditated: that which is sound, and that which is non-sound. By the sound, the non-

sound is manifested.  OM is the sound. By OM the sound escapes upwards and goes to 

vanish into the non-sound….This is the union, the perfected return to the One.
17

    

                                                           
16

 The way of nirva.  Cambridge, 1947. 
17

 Maitr Upaniad. VI.22. 
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CRITIQUE OF ‘OM’  

TASYA VCAKA PRAAVA 

(Yogastra 1.27) 

 

T. S. Rukmani 

 

Hinduism with its long history of development and because of its antiquity is not easy to 

be identified with one single idea, one single image, or one single symbol.  And yet this is 

precisely what has happened with the symbol ‗Om‘ coming to denote Hinduism in its 

many aspects. One of the reasons for this phenomenon may be the identity crisis that 

Hindus face when settled in a new environment in a foreign land.  With Hindus travelling 

to more than a hundred countries in the past couple of centuries the need to have some- 

thing akin to the cross for the Christians or the crescent moon for the Muslims or other 

symbols used by the people of different faiths must have been a felt need for those follow- 

ing the Hindu faith.  This could be the reason why, cutting across differences amongst 

Hindus in the mode of worship, in the preferred deity to whom they surrender, in the 

design of the temple of bhagavn and in the many ways of understanding and internal- 

ising Hinduism, Om has come to be accepted as the single symbol (pratka) that can re- 

present all that the religion stands for. This is clearly seen when South Indian aiva 

worshippers, though not very favorable towards Sanskrit, still use Om written in Tamil [  ] 

to denote all that is sacred in aivism.  All regional temples and places of worship in India 

have accepted the symbol and it is written in the regional language besides Sanskrit. As for 

temples outside India this is perhaps the one single mark of identity for all Hindus as a 

community.  In South Africa, for instance, at the University of Durban-Westville, the 

Hindu centre has prominently displayed the symbol Om in Sanskrit, Tamil, Telugu, and 

Gujarati.  Even temples more than a hundred years old in South Africa have Om in front of 

the temples as a mark of identity.  This is true of temples built in other countries like 
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Canada, U.S.A., England and other places as well.  

 

Is this a new phenomenon or just a carrying over of a practice which was already part of a 

cultural and religious memory? It is here that one is faced with a problem of a different 

kind.  There were many symbols in use in Hinduism even as early as the Vedic period and 

Om was only one of them. So, though the habit of identifying the faith with a symbol was 

not unknown, Om did not usurp to itself exclusively the kind of aura that has come to be 

invested with it in later times, very soon after the early Vedic period.  Another question 

which then arises is if there were other symbols also along with Om in usage, how was Om 

alone raised to this level; there must have been some features that helped Om to reach this 

elevated position so much so that the Bhagavad Gt (BG.) could confidently assert by its 

time that ‗Anyone remembering Me by uttering the one syllable Om which means [is?] 

Brahman, at the time of death, will reach the highest abode.
1
  Later we get the popular 

notion of the three syllables a, u, and m representing the three deities Viu, iva and 

Brahm and the whole Om transcending the three.
2
  Examples of this exalted position of 

Om can be multiplied. This paper aims to look at the way that Om acquired these different 

meanings in its long journey starting somewhere in the Vedic times so that it was found 

adequate to represent Hinduism to its many diverse believers.  

 

Our journey then must begin somewhere during the early Vedic period when Hinduism 

was, so to say, in the making.  As the contents of the gveda (RV) reveal both simple 

prayer along with deep metaphysical and philosophical thought, it is now uniformly 

accepted that the contents of the RV. belong to different periods, perhaps separated by at 

least six centuries if not more.
3
 Some of the trends of thought in the RV. are of special 

significance in raising Om to the level it did reach in course of time.  One prominent 

tendency present in this period and evidenced in the RV. itself is the habit of thought 

which makes connections between the three regions of earth, intermediate quarters and the 

sky,
4
; the phenomenon of apotheosis is also in the making.  While in the earlier hymns 

deities like the sun, moon, dawn, fire, etc. were ‗transparent deificiation‘ in some of the 

later hymns deificiation is not restricted to such of these phenomena alone, abstract 

conceptions are raised to the level of divinity as is seen in the hymn to Faith,
5
 in the 
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universal ‗order‘ or ta spoken of as being achieved by sacrifice
6
, and in the recognition of 

‗the mystic power of prayer.‘
7
 

  



T.S. Rukmani 

13 

OM: One Book Universal 

Theories of cosmology, cosmogony, theology, theogony and philosophical speculations 

regarding the ultimate principle also engaged the attention of the Vedic is. As yaja or 

sacrifice was the basic mode of worship in this period, many changes taking place in the 

world of thought were applied and tested in the world of sacrifice. Sacrifices took on a 

character of magic, lost their simplicity and came to be elevated to a world principle and 

identified with Prajapati himself.  While these changes were taking place in the late Vedic 

period which was indeed an age rich in ideas, the further elaboration and growth of the 

sacrifice and other ideas were continuous and these changed course gradually from a ritual- 

istic emphasis to an atmosphere of contemplation and intuitive insight.   Already in the 

RV. ‗the efficacy of  certain modes of address and worship and of  the benevolent mood of 

the gods induced by  it was gaining ground.
8
 

 

As a prelude to what could have led to the rise of Om to its later glorified position, I would 

like to study the practice of yaja itself briefly from its simple beginning to its later  

complex and complicated development; this is being done in the belief that what could  

have happened with one kind of concept could, given the right atmosphere, happen to  

others as well in the minds of the same people.  The second reason, which is perhaps more  

relevant to this study, is because what is traceable in the realm of yaja  is not so clearly  

discernible in the case of the symbol Om. But having said that, it has to be mentioned also  

that there is enough material to trace the process of change that could have taken place in  

the conception of Om from its early beginnings to lead weight to the theory of its having  

gone through more or less a similar journey as that of the concept of yaja. 

 

The three divine regions with their divine inhabitants have divinised not only the whole  

cosmos but in a sense those occupying the three regions as well. Thus there is the belief  

that humans are basically enlightened and strive to achieve a harmony in their lives for  

which they also seek blessings of the divine.
9
  At this stage the sacrifice is no more a mere  

ritual act.  Man himself becomes the sacrifice and there is a ‗metaphysical unity of being‘  

realised by the i in a state of enlightened existence.
10

  At some level the Vedic i has  

made an intuitive connection between the micro and the macro levels of existence; this 
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would in turn lead to various explorations both in a horizontal and vertical directions as we  

approach the Brhmaas, the rayakas, and the Upaniads. 

 

Yaja for instance was acknowledged as acting at two levels, i.e. in the human body and in  

the universe, though the interaction of two polarized sources of vitality, namely the sacri- 

ficial fire (agni) and Soma.
11

 Fire in a cosmic sense stands for the energy principle and  

Soma for the principle of fluidity (water).  Through an imagery of the eater (fire) and that  

of food (Soma), the whole universe is imagined as comprised in the duality of Agni and  

Soma.  Since this is an enactment in truth of yaja which is represented by both Agni and  

Soma, there is the idea that cosmic yaja is being performed continuously in the universe  

which in turn raises the status of sacrifice (or yaja) to that of a deity.
12

  It even goes  

beyond that and ‗the transcendent, mysterious and secret power of the sacrifices‘
13

 replaces  

and usurps the place reserved for gods.  This is the phenomenon one witnesses in the  

Brhmas.  Further the Vedic Yaja got identified in its aspect of activity, with the pra  

of the embodied self as also with the three aspects of ritual i.e., the sacrificial fire, the  

sacrificial altar and the Soma.  This, in turn, in its three aspects (cosmic, vital and  

mundane) should be viewed in various groups of three, like the three speeches (g. Yajur,  

and Sman), the three abodes (earth, middle region; and sky), the three deties Agni, Indra,  

ditya), the three sacrificial fires havanya, grhapatya, and dkjntya), the  

cogmological groupings of three (water, earth and fire) that in turn leading to fire having  

three forms (the sun, fire, and wind) and so on.  Various explanations and symbolic  

interpretations were offered to order to relate the three in one category to the three in the  

other categories which brings out the ingenuity of these early thinkers.  While this was one  

trend which was prominent in this period there was another trend towards increased  

mysticism and a reduction of all divine principles to a singe concept of the one behind the  

many.
14

  The mystical character is enhanced when creation is spoken of as ‗my of the 

gods, which as such, is beyond human comprehension.‘
15

 

 

 We find for instance, Indra credited with the miracle of generating from his  
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own body his own father and mother (g. X. 54. 3);  Aditi spoken as producing Daka, 

and being in turn produced by him (X. 72. 4) this dogma being later received philosophy 

under the guise of the bjkura nyya or the maxim of the seed and the sprout. 

 

We can now briefly state some of these directions is firstly a tendency to connect any  

single principle to a three level understanding; secondly, when inversely, the divergent 

meanings are comprehended in a higher unity, and thirdly a higher level of transcendence 

when the dichotomy of varaiety and unity is itself transcended in an enigma of 

beginninglessness or endlessness in which state it is not possible to attribute any one as the 

cause in relation to any other as the effect;
16

  the cause itself becomes the effect at this level 

and it is only the context that can decide which takes on the role of  cause and which the 

effect .   

This continuous search makes it appear that the Vedic Indian did not want to believe that the 

search for the ultimate had ended but it was a continuous exercise; we also get the feeling that 

the Vedic i had this enormous optimism to feel that somehow through his unflinching search 

for connection in a multi-level way, he would be able to realise the ultimate Principle. 

 

 His interest in speculation was so deep and his sense of the mystery hiding the 

ultimate so keen that he kept before him unobscured the natural phenomena 

which he was trying to understand until he arrived at a satisfying solution.  

(Hiriyanna: 33). 

    

When we look at the Brhmaas we realize that they are not just content to make some  

speculations as found  in the mantra portion but for them sacrifice becomes the be all and  

end all of existence. The sacrifice was one whole, raised to a level of mystification.  There  

were prescriptions for the sacrifice with regard to ‗place, time, priests, fires, offerings,  

mantas, deities, utensils, movements, gifts, and expiations in connection with very part of  

ritual.
17

  The propriety of the prescription was sought to be justified through ―etymology,  

history, mythology, or …by the assumption of some sort of a mystic correspondence  

between things.‖
18
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This habit continued into the rayakas and the Upaniads and now we come across  

systematic explanations at many levels in order to establish a mystic connection between  

many of the earlier categories.  We come across passages of great sophistication and  

refinement in ideas and thought process which raise one to heights of sublimity.
19

  As the  

sacrifice was now no more accorded the paramount position it once occupied, other  

symbols and practices took on those meanings.  Thus instead of going away along with the  

sacrifice itself the equivalences, correlations and inter-connections which had been built  

between the world of gods and  the world of humans just carried  on comfortably with  

other symbols which became available for the exercise.  The following extract from the  

Aitareya Brhmaa makes interesting reading in this connection. 

 

Thought was their ladle, intelligence their ghee, speech the altar, study the  

grass (barhis), insight the fire, knowledge the priest who kindles, breath the  

oblation, chanting the Adhvaryu-priest, Vcaspati the hot and mind the  

Upavakt. 

 

It was necessary to give this rather lengthy introduction in order to be able to realise the  

multi-level significance that Om came to be invested with in this period.  The habit of  

finding equivalences and bonds between many seemingly unrelated categories and with  

categories that have obvious connections has been named as the bandhut philosophy.
20

     

It is the bandhut habit that established connections of many things with each god in the  

Vedic pantheon and set in motion this tendency of association of a flower, tree, animal,  

season of worship and so on with a specific god which got entrenched in popular puric  

Hinduism later on. 

 

 Indra, for instance was associated with the number 11, the meter triubh, 

 grma ( summer), the mid-day oblation, and so forth, with Indrni for his  

wife and Agni, Soma, Varua.  Pushan, Bhaspati, Brahmaaspati, Parvata,  

Kutsa, Viu and Vyu as his companions.  (Belvaker, Ranade. 61). 
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 And it is in the bandhut philosophy that we must seek to find the origin of the  

mystical character of Om.  The Aitareya Brhmaa has the following narration in which 

 perhaps we find for the first time the mention of the three syllabled Om.
21

   

 

 He brooded over these worlds.  From these worlds when brooded over three 

Luminaries were born.  Agni was born from the earth. Vyu from the atmo- 

sphere, and ditya from the sky.  He brooded over these luminaries.  From these    

 when brooded over the three Vedas were born.  The gveda was born from 

Agni, the Yajurveda from Vyu, and the Smaveda from ditya.  He brooded   

over these Vedas.  From these when brooded over three pure (sounds) were 

Born: Bhu was born from the gveda, bhuva from the Yajurveda, svar  

from Smaveda.  He brooded over these pure ones.  From these when brooded  

over three sounds (varas) were born a, u, and m. These he brought together. 

That made the (word) Om. (Belvaker, Ranade: 67). 

 

There is still one question that has to be answered in connection with this exalted status of 

Om.  There are other symbols like hrm, bhr, svh, vaa, etc., which are also accorded a 

divine status in the period under discussion . But they slowly yielded place to Om, which 

increasingly added a new mystical meaning and by the time of Upaniads had completely 

relegated the other symbols to a secondary position.  To my mind, the reason for this 

development could very well be in its three syllabled structure. 

 

It is a matter of mystery why some numbers gain a mystic association or why some  

numbers appeal to the sensibilities of certain people at a point in time, then slowly gain a  

significance which is out of proportion  to the common ground that they share with other  

numbers.  The number three seems to have had this kind of an association in the mind of  

the Vedic i  as we witnessed in the passage of the Aitareya Brhmaa quoted above, as  

also in the different combinations in the three-fold connections pointed out earlier.  We can  

add a few more examples like that of the accent of the Vedic mantras (udtta, anudtta,  

and svarita) the Vedas themselves reckoned as three to begin with (gveda, Yajurveda,  

and Smaveda) and the three-level interpretation of meaning: (dhibhautika, dhidaivika  
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and dhytmika); the later trivarga pururthas (dharma, artha and kma), the trimrti  

concept (Brahm, Viu and iva), the three-fold path to liberation (jna, karma and  

bhakti) are all following the same pattern of finding a three fold grouping; later on the  

importance to the number three would be enacted by repeating mantras three times like  

Om nti, nti, nti, or Om tat sat circling round the temple prkra and the inner  

sanctum called pradaki  three times and so on. 

 

So it would seem that the structure of Om in the three syllables assured its rise to the pre- 

eminent position it gained in the period of the Upaniads.  Having reached that height the  

fate that befell other symbols which restricted them to their specific fields of activity, like  

vaa and svh to the realm of sacrifice, did not happen to OM.  On the other hand, it  

continued to grow in stature and reached its acme of growth in the Mukyopaniad  

(M. Up.) where it appears to accommodate Advaita Vednta by adding an additional  

notion of ardhmtra corresponding to the fourth or trya aspect of spiritual awareness. 

 

This paper now examines the lengthy journey Om undertook from the time of the Brh  

maas to the period of the M.Up. and try[?] to trace the various routes traversed before  

Om came to occupy the place it has today in Hinduism.  It shall not, however, carry the  

journey further than the M.Up. for it is well known that the M.Up. is considered  

―the last of the great Upanishads of the older canon.
22

  The later development of Hinduism  

as a religion was more in the field of devotion and bhakti; the bhakti schools had no  

difficulty in borrowing ideas from the Upaniads both in its religion and philosophy and so  

in popular Hinduism we are witness to the wholesale appropriation of the symbol Om into 

the bhakti milieu. 

 

Before we start on this journey it is good to remember that all the Upaniads that are  

known today of which there are over two hundred
23

 do not belong to the period under  

discussion. There are many sectarian Upniads like the Vaiava, aiva, kta, etc. which  

are clearly later. Dara Shkoh, in his time, between the years 1656-57, got some fifty  

Upaniads translated into Persian at Delhi.
24

  But the early Upaniads considered to be pre- 

Buddhist
25

  and which were quoted by akarcrya in his Brahmastrabhya are only  
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thirteen.  Belvalkar and Ranade by their painstaking effort have been able to point out not  

only a chronological table for the early Upaniads but have used some valuable pointers to  

distinguish the relative chronology within the contents of a single Upaniad
26

 itself.  For  

the purpose of this paper I have treated each Upaniad as belonging to one period as it  

appeared that as far as the study of Om is concerned, it would not seriously affect the  

conclusion.  I have also used only the so-called early Upaniads such as the Bhadraya  

ka (Br.Up.), Chndogya (Chnd.Up.), Taittirya (Taitt.Up.), Khaka (Kh.Up.),  

Muaka (Mud.Up.), vetvatara (vet.Up.), Prana (Pra.Up.), Maitrya (Mait.Up.)  

and the Mkya (M.Up) Upaniads for this purpose.  These are the well-recognized  

early Upaniads and are thus relevant to the search for the origin and growth of Om. 

 

At this point in our journey we have to know that somewhere along the line the sman  

chant called udgtha (from the fact of singing aloud derived from Ud + gai with the affix  

(hak) came to be identified with Om itself.
27

  Thus, while the udgt was the singer of  

smans and udgtha stood for chanting of the smaveda in general, gradually udgtha took  

on the meaning of Om itself.
28

  In the first praphaka of the Chnd. Up. udgtha is  

identified with Om and all miraculous powers are sttributed to Om.  Om in this section has  

acquired all the mystical nuances, connecting it with both the micro and macro dimensions  

in vogue.  What happened in the case of yajna during the Brahmaa period was being  

transferred to other areas of activity that were gaining importance like upsan and  

intuitive knowledge (jnna, vijnna) during this time.  The exclusive paramountcy of  

jnna has been lost forever and we find that the model which was being set was one of  

intuitive insight as the ultimate goal to be achieved.  Thinkers in this period of ferment  

were venturing into speculations regarding world creation, theories about the Ultimate self, 

epistemological experiments, ontological inquiries, ethical and moral questioning and such  

other thought.
29

  But in all of this venturing into nev territory they could not discard the  

past completely; the method of making connection and interconnections was still  

retained.
30

 This is what one witnesses in the case of the udgtha.
31

 

In the Chnd.Up., udgtha or three syllabled Om is spoken of in the same breath as ―the  

three Vedas, the three vyhtis, or holy sounds--bh, bhuva, sva.‖
32

 On yaja and the  
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associated cosmology making way for new explorations the same udgtha, in course of  

time, became the symbol for various upsans with its multi-level interpretations.  

The later Vedic period is a rich storehouse of abstract principles and symbolic devices  

employed to tide over any tight situation.  Thus Prajpati, the first principle in the  

Brahmanic period surrenders his place to tman (whose exact meaning is still difficult to  

divine) and also to Brahman which somehow gets equated with tman; Purua, sat, and  

even tamas are substituted in a process which is trying to understand and explain the origin  

of the universe  in terms of the understanding of the ‗philosopher priest‘.
33

  When  

gradually Brahman came to stay as the Upaniadic Absolute, anything that had to be raised  

to the highest status could be equated with Brahman and its paramount position would be  

assured. Such attempts and equivalences are in abundance and in the Taitt.Up. we find Om  

itself being spoken of as Brahman.
34

 Having already gained its unique position in Ait.  

Brah.
35

 it was quite easy to accord this status to Om. The atapatha Brh. in a similar tone  

states that Brahman is all that is or is to be and yet is merely just one syllable (Om).
36

  

 

Thus we can state that by the time of the Upaniads, Om called variously as the Udgtha or  

Praava had reached a state of uniqueness and considered equal to Brahman.  In  the  

earlier Upaniads like the Br.Up. the Udgtha is clubbed together with other contenders for 

supremacy.  We thus find pra equated with girasa Bhaspati, Sma and udghta.
37

  

But for the Chnd.Up. udgtha identified with Om is the essence of all that matters; the  

spiritual significance of Om has been  emphasized and it is sought to be expressed in many  

ways.
38

 The second part of section 23 of the second prapthaka talks of the importance of  

Om as follows:
39

 

 

―As a number of leaves might be held together by a spike which passes through them  

[wrong, dead wrong!]
40

 so is all this world held together by the Om which interpenetrates  

it.‖ 

 

It is important to note that both the Br.Up. and the Chnd.Up. are familiar only with the  

three syllabled Om and nowhere in these Upaniads is the fourth ardhamtra mentioned.   

In the second section of the first adhyya of the Br.Up. vital pra raised to the status of  
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the highrst deity is identified with many things including the udgtha. ―He is also sman  

because he is ‗equal‘ (sama) to a grub, a gnat, an elephant, the world or the universe.  He is  

also the udgtha, for he really ‗up‘ holds the universe…‖
41

 

 

In the Taitt.Up.
42

 we get a suggestion of the fourth state of the ultimate in the teaching  

imparted to Prachinayoga[?] by his guru.  In pointing out the path by which the human  

self called manomaya purua joins with the ultimate Brahman situated in the heart called  

manasaspati, there is a fourth stage recognized which is identified with Brahman.  Many  

things are here identified with Brahman and thus a new path is paved for whosoever wants  

to accommodate  a fourth world beyond the three known worlds which in course of time  

could well have developed into a fourth, turya or syllableless  praava identified with the  

Ultimate.  But in the Taiit.Up. there is only a suggestion of what was yet to happen in the  

M,Up.  Mystic utterances in the Taitt.Up. describing the oneness of existence like ―Oh, 

Wonderful! Wonderful! Wonderful!…Am I not myself all this material existence? Am I  

not also the sole enjoyer of it all?  Am I not again the maker of their unity?‖
43

 would make  

it easier for the Upaniads like the M.Up. to take the leap into the fourth dimension and  

find a corresponding ardhamtra Om to correspond that state, in the wake of the dominant  

trend of the Upaniads leaning towards non-duality.  

 

The mystic element in association with Om is further embellished in the Kah. Up. for  

instance when the spiritual aspirant is told to meditate on the symbol of Om as identified  

with both; the lower Brahman (Hirayagarbha) and the higher Brahman.
44

  Om is also  

lifted away from the field of speech and words and assigned a mystic status when the Kath.  

Up. elevates Om to the highest state on the one hand  and relegates all other learning and  

reasoning (which are based on words and are through words) to a lower status.  
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The Mu.Up. compares Om or Praava (incidentally this is the first among the old  

Upaniads to equate Om to Praava) to the bow and the Self to the arrow; Brahman is the  

target to which the attention of the disciple is to be drawn without any distraction.
45

 

 

The vet,Up. repeats the rubbing of the two pieces of wood in a metaphor of ―mystic medi  

-tation.‖
46

  Om is the upper wood here while the body is the underwood [lower?] and  

meditation is the means to achieve realisation of the Supreme.‖
47

 [What about churning? 

Nirmathana?]
48

 

 

Om figures prominently in the Prana.Up. and is connected  with meditation and the results  

on different mtrs singly and in combination.  Continuous meditation on the first mtr of  

Om till one approaches death enables one to reach the world of men, carried over by the  

k.verses; but after a time he comes back to the earth; the person who meditates on two  

mtrs on the other hand, is guided by the yajus verse to the world of the moon and comes  

back to the earth in course of time; but the one who meditates on all the three mtras of  

Om ―is taken over by the Sman verses to the world of the sun; and as a snake may be  

freed from its slough, so he is freed from all evil.‖
49

  He apparently does not come to the  

earth again.  This is the teaching of Pippalda regarding meditation on Om. 

 

The Mait. Up. equates Brahman in a three-fold manner to many things and Om is spoken  

of as the three-fold sound-form.  Furthermore Om is praised as ―both the higher and lower  

Brahman.  There is a whole section which describes Om in different ways connecting it to  

Brahman.
50

  It seems to set the stage for the M Up. with so many suggestions.  The  

M Up. for the first time in the Upaniads adds a syllableless half mtr for Om which  

denotes the highest Brahman, the fourth stage of unity consciousness.  It also makes many  

parallel connections in the universe and with the different descriptions of the tman in its  

progressive stages to self realisation.  The table below gives a summary of that. 
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 A jgrat viva vir 

 U svapna taijasa Hirayagarbha 

 M suupti prja vara 

Aum  turya  tman  Brahman 

 

We have now come to the end of the journey.  We have seen how in the search for the first  

principle in their cosmological inquiries the Upaniads try out a number of possibilities,  

always ending up with a sense of frustration and non-fulfilment.
51

 

 

The Taitt.Up. takes the plunge by postulating a first principle but stops short of defining  

it.
52

 That facilitated different speculations regarding the nature of the ultimate in which  

were posited many concrete and abstract entities.  The Ultimate was even conceived in  

terms of the magical and the mystical.
53

  It is all these many sided developments that have 

 led to the remark ―It is with the broken idols of this period… that in later times the temples  

of  the Puric mythology was adorned.‖
54

 

 

Brahman comes to stay, at some point, in the search for ultimate principles in the  

Upaniads but the word itself never got defined and to this day the exact connotation is  

mystery.  It is a prayer, it is an expanse, it is both an ―objective prayer‖ and also stands for  

the ―subjective Brahman,‖
55

 it is both an immanent and transcendent ultimate truth and in  

all its growth of ideas the ―identity of the macrocosm with the microcosm‖
56

 was not   

forgotten and kept making its claim off and on.  Brahman gets identified with yaja,  

uktham, Om and  many other objects that engage the Upaniadic seer.
57

  The final stroke is  

the identification of tman with Brahman which probably was the culmination of the habit  

finding equivalences in the sphere of the microcosm with that of  the macrocosm.  The  

difficulty of finding the exact meaning of tman also perhaps added to its mystical  

character and helped in identifying it with Brahman. The meaning of tman as breath,  

wandering, blowing one‘s self, etc.,
58

 restricted to the ‗macro‘ sphere and as pra or  

breath it was easy to identify it with the ultimate life principle. 

 



T.S. Rukmani 

25 

OM: One Book Universal 

Raising the level of udgitha to high levels in the Chnd. Up. was probably a recognition of   

the potency of the chant which has made its presence felt at the same time.  As something  

that upholds (udgta)and in turn reveals, Om (Aum as spelt in the chnd, Up.) appears in  

this Upaniad as the most sacred sound .  We have tried earlier to find reasons for the 

raising of Om to this level and the process by which it could have gained the status of the  

supreme mystical symbol identified with Brahman.   

 

Is this the only way in which we can approach the question of Om!  Is it possible to argue  

that Om is the result of the sphoa or abdabrahman manifesting itself to the intuitive  

vision in the seen world as Om (a, u, m) to the is?  There could also be other solutions    

to the Om question.  This paper has tried to examine available early Upaniadic texts with  

the hope of its throwing some light on the question on Om.  We have thus seen that Om  

being a symbol amongst many other symbols traversed many routes and ended up in the  

supreme place of identification with the ultimate Brahman.  Once that happened Om 

 became the only pratka for later Hinduism as well as its offshoots.
59

  This then would  

immediately tell us why Om is the sole symbol that appealed to Hindus as the symbol to  

identify their religion with.

                                                           
1
 Bhagavadgt. 8.13.  

2
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3
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  The religion of the Sikhs, for instance, raised Om to the level of its highest principle. 

 

   Ek omkar sat nm 

      Note:  I am indebted to Ranade Belvalkar, for a number of references cited in my paper. 
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      

    

      

         

     

     

    

       

    

      

    

      

     

       

      

          

     
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        

     

         

       

       

      

         

      

            

     

         

       

      

         

       

      

      

    

       

       

*Read Pranavo 

      
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Shringeri 

    

    


Tattvam jijsamnnm loknm prtim vahan. 

Tattvloko vijayatm Shraddayay sad. 

 

Bringing Bliss to those who aspire to realize the 

Eternal Truth, may this Tattvloka (Reality: 

Light Eternal) triumph through the Grace of 

Goddess Shrad. 
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Preface
18

 

 

 Praava is so much in our evryday religious life and yet we know so little about it!  

This is because routine is the enemy of ratiocination. Is the habitual wearer of a precious 

diamond aware of its real worth, which far outweighs its size? 

 

 Om is the smallest and all-comprehensive symbol of the highest.  It is ‗au‘ as well 

as ‗bhat.‘ To contemplate on Praava is prayer, philosophy, yoga, and the merging of the 

self with the Self--Brahmnubhava. It is sound and silence! 

 

 This issue of TATTVLOKA presents Praava in almost every conceivable angle of 

view. It gives a fairly comprehensive picture of the mystic syllable that is the delight of the 

bhakta, the yogi, the tantric, the ndopsaka, the jn. Om excludes none; includes all.  

 

 In this issue, saints and mystics comingle with philosophers, scholars and bhaktas 

to reveal to the readers the lustre of Praava which is like a gem with many facets. 

 

 The Vedas are the fountain-head of all dharma. The article Vedic Praava by Dr. 

Varadachari Sadagopan tells us of the comprehensive sweep of Praava in representing 

various scriptures and also how it confers on its Upsakas the final beatitude. Om is known 

as the mla mantra since it is recognized as the seed centre of all sound. 

 

 David Frawley, also known as Vamadeva Sastri, the name he adopted after a long 

and sustained study of the Vedas, seeks to correct some of the prevailing misconceptions 

among Western scholars about the antiquity of Praava. 

 

 He says that Om is the essence of the Vedas and the Vedic mantras going back to 

                                                           
18

 Tattvloka, Special Number on Praava, Vol. 18, no. 3, July-Aug. 1995.  



Tattvloka Journal 

 121 

the oldest g Veda itself.  

 

 As Upanishads follow the Vedas, V. R. Ganesan‘s article touches upon many 

Upanishads to bring out the glory of Om.  He also emphasizes the need for the Sdhaka to 

understand the true import of Om so that the Sdhan will lead him to the goal.  

 

 Hareesh Raja, in his brief article, tells us how one can actually feel the vibration of 

Praava during a group chanting session. 

 

 The thrust of Sumitra M. Gautama is on how di akara‘s work ―Packaraa‖ 

has much in it to commend itself to a Sdhaka with a scientific bent of mind. 

 

 Part two of the issue deals with Praava in relation to Shkta texts whereas its 

importance in the Vaiava Tradition is highlighted by Dr. Vanamala Parthasarathy. 

 

 The worshippers of Mother Goddess in her various aspects will gain much from the 

article ―Paca Praava,‖ the five Praavas. Lovers of music, who are at the same time 

Praavopsakas, will find Asha‘s article on Ndopsana of particular interest. 

 

 Part Three presents the full text of the Mkya Upanishad, a key Upanishad for 

the votaries of Praava, with a succinct introduction and meaning by Swami 

Lokesvarananda. 

 

 While most Upanishads take recourse to stories for the exposition of abstract 

philosophical truths, the Mkya Upanishad expounds its philosophy using the symbol 

of Praava.  This is the speciality of this Upanishad which is found in the Atharva Veda. 

 

 In Part FourSwami Mukhyananda and B. Kutumba Rao deal with Om as a means 

of Sdhan. This section also contains a 12-page feature on the efforts of the Sringeri 

Sharada Peetham in reaching out to the United States to minister to the spiritual needs of 

devotees there. 

 

 For the first time in 1200 years, a new Foundation called the Sringeri Vidya Bharati 

Foundation has been established with the blessings of His Holiness Sri Bharati Tirtha 

Maha swamiji. The major emphasis of the Foundation is on educating the present-day 

youth in India‘s tradition and culture through annual summer camps. 

           K. S.   
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





 

H. H. Sri Bharatitirtha Mahaswamigal 

 

Jagadguru Blesses All Through  

 

Praava 
 

It is said that Praava (Om) is the essence of all the Vedas. The first letter 'A' in the g 

Veda, the middle letter 'U' in the Yajur Veda and the last letter 'M' in the Atharva Veda 

have combined to form Aum (Om). 

 

The Mkya Upanishad says, Omityedaksharam idam saTyam [?]. It means that all 

the worlds are entirely permeated by Om. That is why Om denotes the Parabrahman and is 

also the most appropriate means to know about it. In this context, the Upanishads have 

given several ways of Praava Upsan. 

 

The stras say that it is essential for sannysins to take to Praava Upsan; in fact, 

no other practice is required for them. The Mantra stra says that every mantra should 

start with Om. It is also customary to chant Om loud and clear in order to quieten the mind. 

 

di akara Bhagavatpda has elaborately explained Praava in various texts. 

Essentially, his work on Panchkaraa is an annotation on Praava. Indeed, stras tell us 
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that Praava is an auspicious symbol. It is therefore necessary that all people should learn 

more about Praava which has been extolled not merely by the Vedas and stras, but 

also by all saints and sages in India. 

 

 Okra cthaabda ca dvvetau Brahmaa pur. 

 Kaham bhittv vinirytau tasmn mgalikvubhau. 

 

The two sounds, "Okra" and "Atha" were uttered originally by Brahm.  

Hence both are auspicious.
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Part One 

 

Vedic Praava 
 

The Brahma Praava represents all the Vedas, 

Upanishads and scriptures and is the  

bestower of the final beatitude.  

 

 
 

     The mysteries of Om saluted as the Vedic Praava, are defined and described in the 

Yajur Veda, Chndogya, Prana, Mkya, Katha, Brahma, Tra Sra, Mah-Nryaa, 

Nrada Parivrjaka and Paramahasa Parivrjaka Upanishads, Tantra Sra, Datttreya 

Tantra Sahit, Bhagavad Gt, Gheraa Sahit and Ptajala Yoga stras. 

 

Some of them point the way to realise Brahman (Supreme Reality) through meditation 

on Om, the sacred syllable. Praava serves as the prime verbal symbol that links the reciter 

to the one to whom it is directed (Brahman). 

 

 When one splits Aum according to the rules of Vedic Niruktam (etymological interpre- 

tation), its three components (A, U, M) become words and symbols with individual 

meaning. 

 

The Sarva Sra Sagraha states that one who understands the full meaning of Praava 

in the above manner becomes a Vedavit or the knower of the Vedas. 

 

The Puras state that the precocious Vedavit, Lord Subrahmaya, explained the true 

meaning of Praava to his father and thereby earned the name of Svminthan. 

 

Om is also known as the mla mantra, since it is recognised as the seed centre of all 

sound, just as the point (Bindu) is recognised as the fundamental unit of vision. Besides 

being the essence of all the mantras, Praava almost always precedes the extended 

mantras, such as Gyatr, Atkar, Rudra and Hasa mantras and is seen at the very 
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front of Vedic passages, such as anti Ptham. 

 

     Aum is understood to protect the universe and all of its living beings. This role of 

Praava makes all the living beings bow before the Supreme Lord. Prn sarvn 

Partmani praamayati iti Praavam [?]  is thus the definition of the word Praava. 

Praava is also known as the Brahma Vidy Mantram. In this context, it is recognised as 

the Mantra that leads the Sdhakas (aspirants) to the other shore of sasra.  

 

Sanction for Pranava 

The rutis (Vedas and Upanishads) salute the Praava and explain its extraordinary 

significance. The last verse of the Yajur Veda comments on the significance of Praava as 

follows: "O, men, by me, the resplendent protector, the matter, the face of the eternal 

cause, is protected. The spirit yonder is the Sun, that spirit dwelling inside the Sun is me. I 

am vast like the atmosphere, greatest of all in merit, action and nature. Om is my name." 

 

A mantra of the Mahnrayaopanishad echoes the above Yajur Veda mantra 

revealing that the indweller of the Sun is Brahman, who is worshipped as Praava. It says: 

"ditya, the supreme cause of this universe, is denoted by the syllable Om. That form of 

Sun is Brahman. That is the pervading cause of all. That is water, fire, flavour and am-

brosia (immortality). The three Vyhritis (Bhr, Bhuva, and Suva) representing the three 

worlds and the Praava representing the cause of the universe denote Brahman." 

 

    The Mahnryaopanishad states elsewhere directly that the one syllable Om is 

Brahman. It also reveals that the Praava is recited and reflected upon to achieve union 

with the Brahman, who exists as the manifold universe. Yet another mantra of this 

Upanishad points out that the addition of Om at the head of the Gyatr  mantra represents 

Brahman in all of his [?] three aspects as Brahm, Vishu, and iva, responsible for the 

creation, protection and the dissolution of the universe. 

 

Prana Upanishad points out that Om is recommended for the meditation on and the 

worship of the Supreme Reality in its Sagua Brahman form with attributes and the 

Nirgua Brahman form without attributes. In a Kathopanishad mantra, the Lord of Death 

(Yama) reveals to the aspirant Nachiket that "this word (Om) is verily Brahman, this 

word is verily the highest, he who knows this word obtains, verily, whatever he desires." 

 

A passage in the Bhriguvall of the Taittirya Upanishad explains to us the benefits 

accrued from recognising and worshipping Om as Brahman. It says: "Let him (the 

aspirant) meditate on the supreme (Om) as the support; he becomes well supported. Let 

him worship Brahman (Om) as great; he becomes great. Let him worship it as mind; he 

becomes thoughtful. Let him worship it as nama (obeisance); to him all desires shall 
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come to pay homage. Let him meditate upon that as the supreme; he comes to supremacy 

in life." 

 

     It is for these reasons, the Bhadrayaka Upanishad points out again that the Praava 

is identical to Brahman and should be worshipped as Brahman. In the fourth Anuvka of 

iksh Vall of the Taittirya Upanishad, Om is pointed out as the most sacred mantra for 

the aspirant to illuminate all his faculties including his own intellect (medh akti). 

Praava is recognised here as the sheath of Brahman and the invocation of Om is declared 

to be the equivalent of the invocation of the Brahman.  

 

Four-Fold Brahman 

The syllable Om has a four-fold character. The Nsiha Uttara Tpin Upanishad 

explains how this four-fold Vyashti (constituent parts) forms the Samashti (the whole). A, 

U, M and the ardha mtr (half letter) at the end of the sacred syllable represent the four 

constituents of Praava. 

 

The letter 'A' represents the terrestrial world constituted by the seven continents 

surrounded by the seven seas according to this Upanishad. 'A' represents the g Veda. The 

Grhapatya Agni (householder's fire) is its Agni. The letter 'U' represents the Yajur Veda 

and the intermediary world. Dakshigni is its fire. The letter 'M' represents the celestial 

world and the Sama Veda. Its fire is the havgni [havanygni?]. The half letter or the 

nasalisation at the end of the three letters represents the lunar world and the Atharva Veda. 

The Ekarshi fire of the Atharva ritual is its fire. 

 

In the Samashti form, Praava thus contains all the four Vedas and their immortal 

hymns from which the Brahman, the truth symbolised by the sound Om, arises.  

 

Structure of Praava 

     The eight-fold structure of "the savior mantra that ends the course of worldly life" is 

explained by Brahm (the creator) to his son Nrada in the Nrada Parivrjaka 

Upanishad. 

 

Lord Brahm says: "Om is Brahman. Know that the Om, consisting of one syllable, is 

Antapraava. It is divided into eight mtrs--the vowel 'A,' the vowel 'U,' the consonant 

'M,' the half syllable (ardha mtr), the sound Nda, the point Bindu, the time duration 

Kla and the energy akti. Hence it is not four.‖ 

 

Lord Brahm goes on further to explain Virt Praava consisting of 16 matras. 'A, U, 

M' and the half letter are the first four subdivisions; the Bindu, Nda, Kla and Kltta 

(resonance with time) are the next four sub-divisions; Shnti (tranquillity), Shntyatta 
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(beyond tranquillity), Unman (state of absence of gross mind), Manonman (state of 

absence of subtle mind) are the subsequent divisions bringing it to twelve. The final four 

divisions of Virt Praava are Pur, Madhyam, Payant and Par associated with the 

formation of speech. 

 

Brahma Deva states: "This Brahma Praava is composed of all the scriptures, Vedas 

and all the Upanishads; this Om should be sought by everyone; know that it is the 

beginning of everything and the bestower of the final beatitude." 

 

--------------------- 

Dr. Varadachari Sadagopan is a keen student of Vedic literature and Indian classical 

music. He lives in the U.S.A. 

  



Praava Special No. 18:3 

 128 

The Basis of All Syllables 

 

 
 

Om, the all comprehensive sound symbol of Brahman, represents the manifested state 

of Brahman by its audible sound and the unmanifested state by its inaudible form. 

 

The mystic syllable Om consists of three Sanskrit letters A, U and M. Among the 

letters the vowels are the more important ones and among the vowels the letter 'a' is most 

important. 

 

Sri Krishna ays in the Gt, aksharm akro‟smi (I am the sound 'a' (akra) among 

the letters). 

 

The letter 'a' (as also the other vowels) is pronounced without any friction caused 

between the parts of the speech organs. Hence it is pure. It is the first among the vowels 

and it is the ending sound of the majority of the masculine nouns in Sanskrit. 

 

From the linguistic point of view also, it is important since it is a front vowel and the 

easiest to pronounce. The vowel 'u' can be taken as representative of the feminine words as 

words like 'dhenu' end with the sound 'u' (though the majority of the feminine gender 

words in Sanskrit end with long '' or long '' sound). 

 

The sound 'm' is representative of the neuter nouns in Sanskrit as most of the neuter 

gender words like 'jalam' and 'phalam' end with the sound 'm'. 

 

Thus, the syllable Om (Aum), representing all the words, is the basis of Sanskrit 

language itself. Om can be taken to mean the entire range of sound phenomena since 'a' 

represents the front vowel, 'u' is the end vowel, and 'm' is the nasal sound. 

 

Expanding the function of Om, it can be taken to represent all the words that can be 

produced. Since all things of the world possessing names and forms are denoted by words 

and since Om stands for all the words, we may say that Om pervades all words and things. 

The entire universe is abdabrahmmaka. Om is therefore the basis of the entire universe. 
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The entire universe is but the manifestation of the Brahman. 

 

However, a person resorting to Yogic practice should first combine the Yoga relating 

to the qualified Brahman with the svara of the mystic syllable Om. Then, one should go 

beyond the svara and concentrate on Om without the svara. One should go even beyond 

that and concentrate on the non-qualified Brahman with which is identified Om. 

 

Dr. S. Ramaratnam 
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Om and the g Veda 

 

David Frawley 

 

While Om is not mentioned specifically in the g 

Veda, the Upanishads refer to the g Veda as the 

basis of Om. There is throughout this Veda 

an emphasis on the Mantra as the power 

whereby the gods are revealed. 

 

 
 

 We are told by the modern Western scholars of the Vedas that the sacred syllable 

Om was not known or used in the time of the  g Veda because it was not found anywhere 

in the text. We are told it only became important at the later time of the Brhmaas and 

Upanishads, wherein it first appears in the lilterature. 

 

 This is typical of an approach to the Veda which only recognizes what is evident or 

superficial. Yet the Veda is a mystic text and was not intended to give every aspect of the 

knowledge of the seers in an evident form. While we do not find Om mentioned 

specifically in the g Veda, there is throughout the work an emphasis on the sacred word 

or chant, the mantra as the power whereby the gods are revealed. The sacred word could 

very well have been Om. Let us see how later texts indicate that it was. 

 

 The Upanishads state: 

 ‗Who is the bull of the chants, possessing all forms, who from the immortal chants 

was born, may, that Indra deliver me with wisdom.‘ [Ya chandasm abho vivarpo 

chandobhyo ....sa mendro medhay           ] 

 Taittirya Upaniad, 1.4.1. 

 

 The ―bull of the chants‖ is Om. It is identical with Indra, the foremost of the Vedic 

gods. Indra in the g Veda conquers the power of darkness with the divine word or 

Brahman. Om is also called Brahman, being Shabda Brahman or the sound Brahman. 
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 A famous verse of Vmadeva from the g Veda (4.58.2) quoted in the Upanishads, 

describes the ―bull of the chants‖ as  

 

 ―Four are [his?] horns, three are his feet, two are his heads and seven are his hands. 

Bound threefold the bull roars, the mighty God has entered into mortals.‖ [Catvri g...] 

       Mahnryaa Upanishad. 9.1. 

 

 This is said by the various commentators like Syaa to be an explication of Om. 

 

 Om in the Upanishads is said to have four quarters, referring to the four states of 

waking (jgrat), dream (svapna), deep sleep (suupti), and pure consciousness (turya). 

 

Prime Legnd 

  

 According to the Upanishads (Chndogya Upanishad 1.4.1) the Sun chants Om. 

The prime legend of the g Veda is the resurrection of the sun out of darkness by the seers 

and the gods by the power of the Vedic chants. It occurs through the fourth Brahman. 

 

 By the fourth Brahman, the sage Atri found the secret Sun that was hidden by 

darkness.  

 g Veda 5. 40. 6. 

 

 This Sun is Om and its fourth quarter in which the divine light is delivered out of  

darkness is its fourth state (turya), the state of pure consciousness transcending the three 

lower states of waking, dream and deep sleep. The Sun that the Vedic seers make rise in 

heaven is the Sun of Truth, the divine syllable Om. 

 

 Drghatamas states in the g Veda (I.164.39): 

 

     'The sacred syllable of the chant in the supreme ether in which all the gods reside; he 

who does not know that, what can he do with the Veda!' 

 

     That sacred syllable on which the Vedas rest is Om. 

 

     Other names of Om occur in the g Veda. Om in the Upanishads is also called "Udgita 

[Udgtha?]," which is composed of the root "ga" meaning "to move" or "to sing," to which 

the preface "ut," meaning "up" has been added. Hence it means the higher singing or 

upward movement, the highest point of the chant. This term occurs first in the g Veda 

(X.67.3) in a verse which states: 
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     'Brihaspati roared forth the light and he gave the prior affirmation and as the knower he 

moved upwards.' 

 

     This comes from a hymn of Ayasya Angirasa. Both this seer and Brihaspati are 

associated in the Upanishads ( Chhandogya Upanishad 1.2.10-11 and also 

Brihadrayaka) with Om and Udgita. Hence the Upanishads refer to the g Veda as the 

basis of Om. 

 

-------------------------------- 

 

 

     The same Vedic hymn states (X.67.1.2): 

 

     'This thought, possessing seven heads, vast and born from truth, our father found. This 

certain fourth that generates all things, Ayasya [Aysya?] declared as the hymn to Indra.' 

 

     'Declaring the truth, meditating straight, the sons of Heaven, the heroes of the almighty, 

the Angirasa seers, holding the station of sages, meditated out the original nature of the 

sacrifice.' 

 

     This thought which measures out the sacrifice is obviously Om. The central Vedic chant 

is the Gyatr mantra to the Sun God as Savitar, the divine power of aspiration. This chant 

comes from three Vedic verses (g Veda III.62.10-12). Around it is formed the chants to 

the worlds (lokas) with the chant Om as the basis (Om Bhr Bhuvas Suvar Om). Om 

probably occurred even in the g Veda behind this chant as its central seed syllable. 

 

     If Om is the central mantra of the Vedas from the beginning, one may ask, why is it not 

mentioned in the earlier literature? For one thing, no seed syllables or bja mantras occur in 

the Vedic hymns. They are, however, quite evident from the nature of Vedic words which 

remain closely related to their original roots. Such a seed language was the basis of the 

Vedic language and is implicit in its form and structure. Certainly a language which 

everywhere espouses the mantra and looks back to prime roots had its seed syllables also. 

These were part of the background of the hymns. 

 

     Om is the essence of the Vedas and the Vedic mantras going back to the oldest g 

Veda itself. Those who fail to see this fail to understand the Veda and are not capable of 

discerning its inner meaning. Those who recognise Om gain the key to all Vedic 

knowledge, whether they learn the Vedas or not. 

 

-------------------- 
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David Frawley (Vamadeva Shastri) is recognised as a Vedchrya. Besides the Vedas, he 

has studied in depth Ayurveda, Vedic Astrology and Yoga and written several authoritative 

books on the subjects. 

 

 

* * * * * * * * 

 

Supremacy of Om 

 

     The various mathematical versions of the chant and the sacrifice in the g Veda are the 

various levels of vibration of Om. The seven seers are the seven energies of Om. Indra is 

the power of Om. The Sun is the light of Om. The Sma Veda is the song of the Sun or 

equality which is Om. Om is the prime mantra of the Vedas from the beginning to the 

middle and end. Through it the essence of Vedic knowledge can be gained. Om is the 

Vedic Brahman or divine word which is the Upanishadic Brahman or cosmic reality. 

Through Om the Soma bliss of immortality flows. 

 

---------------------- 

---------------------- 

 

 

 

Need for Guru 

 

     For the realisation of the Atman, the spiritual aspirant should reverentially approach the 

guru, who is established in Brahman and who is well versed in the scriptures. This is 

possible only when he knows the ephemerality of the material world and feels disgust for 

the world which is the result of the accumulated karmas of beings. 

 

     The guru transmits his realisation through clear instruction and an exemplary life to the 

spiritual aspirant who is endowed with a high degree of renunciation and discrimination, 

who is calm, and whose mind is set on God. 

 

Muaka Upanishad. 
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Praava in Upanishads 

 

The Sdhaka, on realising the all-pervading Omkra 

grieves no more and is freed from sasra,  

the cycle of births and deaths 

 

 
 

     Meditation is one of the basic practices in the path of spiritual development. In the 

beginning stages this is sought to be achieved through directing the attention on a symbol, 

which may be a form of God or Goddess of one's own choice (Ishta Devat), or on sun, 

moon, lamp, etc. or on the syllable Om. 

 

     Om, otherwise known as Praava, is the simplest of symbols, but is regarded as the 

most powerful. It is taken up for meditation usually by sannysins. Om symbolises all of 

sound and hence all speech. The Chndogya Upanishad  says, "As by the fibres the leaves 

are pervaded, so by Om is pervaded all speech." 

 

     Om is also the essence of all Vedas. Once when Brahm (the Creator) was requested to 

state the essence of the Vedas briefly, he said the Gyatr mantra is the essence; but on 

being told that even this mantra is too long to help in meditation, Brahm  stated that Om 

is the essence of all the Vedas. 

 

     Om which is the imperishable Brahman is all this (universe). All this belonging to the 

past, present and the future is Okra only and anything else beyond time is also Omkra 

only, says the Mkyopanishad. 

 

     Om or Okra is extolled in several other Upanishads also in various ways. The 

meaning of Praava (Okra) is thus based on Vedic traditional knowledge and is an aid 

to the ascertainment of the reality of the Self. 
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     Nachiketa, the student in Kathopanishad, asks Yama (the teacher) to tell him of that 

thing which is beyond dharma and adharma,  which is different from cause and effect and 

which is different from past and future. 

 

     In answer to this question, Yama points to the Okara in these words--"It is that 

which all the Vedas affirm with one voice, that which is implicit in all austerities, that, 

desiring the attainment of which people practice a life of continence and service 

(Brahmacharya). Briefly it is Om." 

 

     Yama further proceeds to make a distinction between Sagua (the one with attributes) 

and Nirgua (the one without attributes) aspects of the syllable Om. 

He says that Om is the syllable which represents both the Para Brahman (the supreme 

Brahman) and the Apara Brahman (the inferior Brahman,  i.e Hirayagarbha with 

attributes). One who knows can choose between the two and attain to that which he wants. 

Yama also says that Om is the best medium (lambanam) to attain Para Brahman or Apara 

Brahman and one who meditates on this lambanam becomes adorable like 

Brahman. 

 

     di akara while commenting on this mantra of Kathopanishad, says that Yama has 

indicated both the superior and inferior Brahman to aspirants, but the former is the answer 

to Nachiketa's question. 

 

     The significance here is that one who does upsan  on Brahman with attributes can 

have Om as symbol and attain Brahma Loka. For the one who has realised, Om represents 

knowledge of Brahman. He attains mukti. 

 

     The Prana Upanishad also talks about Praava as Brahman, both conditioned (with 

attributes) and unconditioned (without attributes). Satyakma asks his teacher, the 

venerable Pippalda, the question (5th Prana), "What would be the reward of a person 

after death if he meditates upon the syllable Om all his life?" 

 

     The teacher says: Vidvn etena yatanena eva ekataram anveti,--the one who knows 

attains either of the two--superior or inferior Brahman--by this means alone. In other 

words, this is a means for the attainment of the Self, this meditation on Om. Om is the 

nearest symbol of Brahman. 

 

     But the teacher also warns that the syllable Om when not fully understood does not lead 

one beyond mortality; he will be born again on this earth. When meditation is rightly 

directed with full understanding of the Praava, a man is freed from fear and attains to 

Brahman. All This ?? 
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     The Taittiriya Upanishad says that one should meditate knowing that "Om as a word is 

Brahman," for Om is all this, meaning that this sound permeates everything. Since all that 

is nameable is dependent on names, all is Om. 

 

     The Upanishad further goes on to praise Om in these words: Om is the word for 

"Anukritih," for concurrence or approval. Om is recited to the gods. The udgt 

commences singing samans with Om. They recite the astras beginning with "Om om." 

The Adhavaryu (priest) encourages by the word 'Om.' (The Supervising Priest) Brahm 

approves with the word 'Om.' In Agnihotra sacrifice he gives permission for the sacrifice 

by uttering the word 'Om.' 

 

     The Brhmaa takes refuge in Om for the sake of study and before starting the chanting 

of the Vedas he utters 'Om' with the idea that he shall attain Brahman, and the Upanishad 

confirms that by this, he does verily attain Brahman. 

 

     di akara in commenting on this mantra says that the substance of all this practice of 

Om is that "since all activities that are undertaken with the utterance of Om become 

fruitful, Om should be meditated upon as Brahman." 

 

     The vetvatara Upanishad and Kaivalya Upanishad refer to meditation on Praava in 

almost similar terms. 

 

An Analogy 

      

     In olden times when sacrificial fire was to be lit up, fire was produced first by rubbing 

together two pieces of wood called arais. Using this analogy, the vetvatara 

Upanishad says that the body should be taken as the lower arai and the Praava (Om) as 

the upper arai. The mind should then contemplate on the meaning of 'Om' as the upper 

arai. The contemplation is compared to the churning of the two arais indicating that 

meditation should be thorough and uninterrupted. Then just as the fire hidden in the arais 

comes out of the wood, the reality of the Self would become evident through continuous 

practice. 

 

     Gauapda in his Mkya Krik concludes his analysis of Praava by restating the 

meaning and emphasising the importance of meditation on Om. In verse 25, he says that 

Omkra is fearless Brahman: One should fix his mind on Omkra. For one who is ever 

established in Omkra, there is no fear from anywhere. 
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     In verse 26, after stating that Okra is both Apara Brahman and Para Brahman, he 

says that Omkra is without cause and effect, without inside or outside and is without 

decay. 

 

     In verse 27, he says that Okra is indeed the beginning, middle and end of all. One 

who knows Okra in this way attains to that Brahman. 

 

     In verse 28, he says that Okra is indeed the svara present in the heart of all and is to 

be known as such. Having thus known Okra which is all pervading he grieves no more; 

he is freed from sasra, the cycle of births and deaths.  

 

     Verse 28 is as follows:  

 Praavam hvaram vidyt sarvasya hdi sasthitam. 

           Sarvavypinam Okram matv dhro na ochate. 

 

(Om) 

--------------------- 

 V. R. Ganesan, formerly Additional General Manager of South Central Railway, is 

a student of Vedanta and lives in Madras.   
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Praava in Sectarian Upanishads 

 

 
 

     The sectarian Upanishads, a sub-cult of the minor Upanishads, are linked to Shaiva, 

Vaishava or Shkta worship, but some of them contain references to Praava. The 

Atharvashikopanishad, a part of the Atharva Veda, deals extensively with Praava. The 

Upanishad is divided into three parts.  

 

     The first part is devoted to meditation upon the Praava, its four quarters and four 

mtrs.  The second part is devoted to a comparison of the Praava to Traka, Vishu and 

Brahm. The third section compares the first three mtrs of Praava to jgrat, svapna and 

sushupti. 

 

     Since it is a Shaivaita Upanishad, it exhorts meditation upon Shiva, and declares that 

knowledge of Okra will bestow upon one the fruits of yoga and Jna. The 

Kaivalyopanishad also deals with the meditation upon Praava as a means of release. It 

also says that the realised man is Praava. 

 

     Both the Prva and Uttara Nsihatpin Upanishads deal in depth about Om. While 

the former explores the waking, dream and causal states, and declares that Praava is the 

past, present and future, the latter also adds that A, U and M are identified with the 

Anutubh mantra. 

 

     The Tripada-vibhti-mahnryaopanishad says that "Brahman is of the form of 

Praava," and "Brahman is explained by the word Praava." 

 

     In the Sitopanishad, Bhdev, as Praava, is in the form of the earth, with seven 

Dvpas in the waters, and as the base of 14 lokas--Bhloka, Bhuvarloka, Svarloka, 

Maharloka, Janaloka, Tapoloka, Satyaloka, Atala, Vitala, Sutala, Rastala, Taltala, 

Mahtala and Ptla. 
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     Patanjali's Yoga Stra says "Repetition of Praava and reflection upon its meaning is 

Japa.' 

 

     In the Akshamlikopanishad, it is said that one of the vital necessities in the purification 

of the rosary is the recitation of Praava throughout its ritual--cleansing with various 

products. 

 

     The Bhajjblopanishad prescribes that ashes ought to be smeared upon the body only 

with the recitation of the Praava. No other mantra is required. 

 

     The Vsudevopanishad says that the Tripura on the forehead is indicative, among 

ether trinities, of the Akra, Ukra and Makra of Praava, and should be applied 

accompanied by the recitation of the same mantra. 

Sumitra M. Gautama 
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Chaitanya  Praava 

 

Hareesh Raja 

 

The   author dwells on the Vedas,   the  Upanishads, the 

Gt, the Yoga Stras and  Puras to highlight 

the glory of Om and suggests a way to  directly 

experiennce the creative vibrations. 

 

 
 

   

     Our sages have conveyed to us that, "the universe was created out of the divine sound 

of Om." Modern day scientists have now come out with the Big Bang theory which says 

that this universe was created out of a big bang or explosion. 

 

     The Vedas are among the oldest scriptures known to the human race. They are 

apaurueya or works of divine origin, beyond the perception of mere men, and the prefix 

of each verse (mantra) is the Praava or the sound of Om. 

 

     The word Om consists of the vowels A plus U and the nasal sound of M. The intonation  

of Aum (Om) extends to three mtrs. A mtr is one beat of rhythm. Thus when the 

character AUM is transcribed in the Sanskrit alphabet, it is written as AU3M. In order to 

understand this time factor of the mtrs, it is necessary to know the system of Vedic 

composition. 

 

     The Vedic hymns of the ancient past combine the flow of meaningful words into a 

poetic metre as also a musical system of incantation, indicated by punctuation signs. A 

letter with no sign is svarita, indicating the basic pitch or note of the chant. A horizontal 

line below the letter is anudtta indicating one pitch lower than the basic note, while a 
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vertical line above the letter is udtta or one svara above the basic note. This goes to show 

that most Vedic incantation is composed in three notes of the musical scale. 

 

     Apart from these three notes, there are time signs: two vertical lines above a letter is 

pluta which indicates that the tone of the letter has to be elongated by one beat. When the 

tone has to be extended by more than one beat, the time of pluta is indicated by a 

numerical figure after the letter. Thus we have Au3m for Aum 

.  

The Gyatr Mantra 

     The Praava is associated with the Gyatr mantra. This is the one and only verse 

which is common to all the four Vedas. What is more, every follower of Vedic teachings 

recites the Gyatr  mantra in the course of his daily prayers. This mantra of 24 syllables 

seeks the guidance of the divine entity in one's thoughts and deeds. Thus the Praava is 

accepted as the divine entity. 

 

Praava in Upanishads 

     The sages of the ancient past, who studied, digested and meditated upon the Vedic texts 

composed the Upanishads, which explain the philosophical aspect of Vedanta. There are 

more than a hundred Upanishads. 

      

     One such Upanishad, which extols the Praava is the Makya Upanishad. Besides, 

there are references to the Praava in various other Upanishads.  

 

Praava in the Gt 

     The Bhagavad Gt has been described as an Upanishad and also as an exposition of 

Yoga Shstra, where Lord Krishna guides Arjuna to align his thoughts and actions to 

perform his duty and thereby attain supreme bliss. 

 

     One of the verses of the Gt, (Chapter 8, verse 13) says: "One who thinks of Me at the 

time of the ultimate transit, by repeating the word Om attains the highest state."  

 

Praava in Yoga Darshana 

     The Upanishads were followed by works on Vedanta, the gleanings of Vedic thought. 

One of them is the Yoga Shstra; or the aphorisms of Yoga, composed by Sage Patanjali. 

In chapter 1, called Samdhi-pda or llumination, the Sage says:    

 "Illumination is attained by devotion to God. (23) 

 "He is defined as Praava--the Om" (27). 

 

Praava and the Hindu Trinity 
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     Praava is associated with the divine entity and three aspects of the divine being. The 

process of creation started with Praava. As such the Om is Brahm, the creator.  

       

     Lord Vishu, the preserver, has Praava as one of his names in the Vishu Sahasra 

Nma Stotra. (V. 102) 

       

     Lord Shiva, the terminator, awakens the divine vibrations of Om in all living beings. 

 

     What is more, the feminine form of the divine entity is di Shakti, the vitality of the 

universe which again arises out of Chaitanya Praava or the vibrant aspect of Praava. 

 

     The omnipotence of the Praava is variously described in the foregoing references from 

our heritage. It may all be in the realm of theory. Here is a practical demonstration. 

 

     Collect about ten people, in a clean, quiet and ventilated room, in the morning or 

evening, and begin chanting the Praava, the mantra Om. Start with three seconds and 

extend each repetition by one or two more seconds. When all people reach the length of ten 

seconds, everyone will experience the lively vibrations of Om pervading in the whole 

room. Each one present in the room will experience inner tranquillity, happiness and peace. 

 

 Hareesh Raja is a seeker on the path of knowledge. He frequently writes on 

Yoga and religion. 

 

 

Swami Vivekananda on Praava 

     In striking contrast to the din and bustle of Calcutta, there stands serenely beside the 

Gag, the Belur Math consecreted by Swami Vivekananda, nearly a hundred years ago. In 

the north-east corner of its precincts stands a simple yet beautiful structure, indicating the 

spot where Vivekananda's mortal remains were cremated. In the room on the ground level, 

there is a marble statue of Swami Vivekananda, and you may meditate here for a while and 

then climb up a few steps and stand before the upper room of the structure, where you will 

find only a metallic representation of Praava or Om. 

 

     When alone, Swami Vivekananda often used to chant Om, usually followed by Nama 

Shivya. This mantra was of great help to him, both for entering the realm of 

superconsciousness and coming down to the realm of the relative world. 

 

     In his lectures on Rjayoga, followed by his elucidation of Ptajala Yoga Stras, he 

has elaborately dealt with the efficacy of Praava. 
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     While giving instructions on pryma, he directs the sdhaka to practise deep 

breathing, with a prolonged chanting of Om, believing that the sound flows in and out with 

the breath, rhythmically and harmoniously. "Then you will know what rest is. Once this 

rest comes, the most tired nerves will be calmed down." "Just think of Om and you can 

practise (Rjayoga) while you are sitting at your work." 

 

     Regarding Gyatr Mantra, he says Om is joined to it in the beginning and at the end. 

In one pryama, repeat three Gyatr  mantras. "There must be a natural connection 

between a symbol and the thing signified. When that symbol is pronounced, it recalls the 

thing signified. The manifesting word of God is Om. Repetition of Om and self-surrender 

to the Lord will strengthen the mind and bring fresh energies." 

 

     Swamiji says that Om tat sat is the only thing beyond My' but God exists etemally. 

He uses a beautiful simile in this regard. As long as Nigara fall exists, the rainbow will also 

exist. The fall is the universe and the rainbow is the personal God. The water of life 

continously flows away. 

 

     According to him, Ishvara is tman, whose name is Om. Repeat this name, meditate on 

it, think of all its wonderful nature and its attributes. Repeating Om is enough. No other 

ritual is necessary, the goal of the universe is to realise oneness with Om-one existence. 

 

     Then Swamiji pays homage to this sacred syllable when he spontaneously sings the 

Song of the Sannysin with its refrain Sannyasin bold! Say--Om tat sat Om. 

Dr. N. B. Patil 
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Om and Packaraa 

 

Sumitra M. Gautama 

 

di akara’s ‘Packaraa’ helps bring  

science and spirituality closer. 

 

 

The uniqueness of. di akarchrya's small but pregnant treatise, Panchkaraa, lies 

in its ability to evolve spiritual equivalency to scientific truth, and to link the gross, the 

subtle and the causal to  the supreme syllable. 

 

     Panchkaraa also adds factual clarity to the exploration of Praava in the Mkya 

Upanishad. It does this primarily by explaining the dynamics of each of the three 'selves' 

described by the Upanishad--namely, Viva, Taijasa and Prja. It links the microcosmic 

to the macrocosmic by establishing the identical nature of Virt and Viva, Taijasa and 

Strtm, Hirayagarbha and Akara (Isvara). Sureshvarcharya's Vrttika helps im-

mensely in deciphering the terse depth of the text itself. 

 

     He begins by stating, "The syllable 'Om' is the essence of the Vedas and it is revelatory 

of ultimate reality." As stated in the Advaitshrama edition of the text, a Vrttika is ―a 

commentary that supplements, elaborates and critically restates the thesis of the original." 

Sri Mahadeva Sastry calls this Vrttika, Praava-Vrttika in his Adayar edition. 

 

The Vrttika thus throws powerful and sustained light on the nature of quintuplication, 

a scientific principle verifiable today, and the nature of Brahman. It is said, "Brahman 

transforms itself into the five rudimentary elements which, by admixture in different 

proportions, create the phenomenal world," though, in reality, "there is neither 

transformation nor world." 

 

These five rudimentary elements are said to be earth, water, fire, air and ether, when 

graded from gross to subtle. At first, due to my, ether was formed, which was linked to 

and is of the nature of sound. From ether, air was generated, which is of the nature of 

sound and touch. Then came fire which is characterised by sound, touch, and form. This 

was followed by water which has four characteristics--sound, touch, form and taste. Then 

finally, the earth was generated, with the added quality of smell. 

 

Subtle Elements 

     In the gross, phenomenological  world, or the world of Viva or Virt, none of these 

subtle elements existed by itself--it was quintuplicated--retaining half its own nature and 



Tattvloka Journal 

 145 

one-eighth of each of the others. Thus, in this process, each faculty of the human being was 

linked to a particular element, and also to a power, which allowed for personal 

transformation through upsan upon the Om syllable, with its relationship to jgrat 

(waking),  svapna (dreaming) sushupti (causal state) and turiya. 

 

Panckaraa relates these states to the complexity of the body's composition, and 

explores how the body as the eight-fold city  

(1. Five organs of perception,  2. Five organs of action, such as hands, feet, excretory 

organs, procreative organs and speech, 3. Five vital breaths,  4. Four internal organs, i.e., 

mana, buddhi, chitta and ahakra,  5. The subtle elements, 6. Avidy, 7. Kma, and 8. 

Karma) is transformed by Om, into erdightenment about the ultimate Reality. 

 

This transformation takes place by resolution of the waking state into the dream 

state, the dream state into the causal state and the causal state into the Supreme. 

 

     The unique contribution of Panchkaraa to the exposition of the power of Praava lies 

in the relationship it establishes between the gross and the sublime, through linking each 

aspect of the illusory world with the relevant macrocosmic force, and thence to realisation 

of the true nature of Brahman. 

 

Thus, Pra is linked to air, Vk (speech) to fire, hands to Indra, feet to Vishu, the 

organs of excretion to Yama, the procreative organ to Prajpati, the intellect to Bhaspati, 

the Ahamkra (ego) to Rudra, perception to Kshethraja and Tamas (Darkness) to the 

supreme Godhead, or Isvara. 

 

Many are the meanings that this text offers to suit the scientific outlook of today and 

the establishment of Praava in this pattern as the sound of release from bondage is deeply 

significant. di akara says that the ordinary mind, caught in the world of seeming, needs 

"the process of some stay, or lambana.‖  The most sacred of all the lambanas, it is said, 

is Om. 

 

----------------------------- 

Sumitra M. Gautama is helping with the editorial work for Tattvloka and is a teacher at 

"The School," Krishnamurti Foundation of India, Madras. j 
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Way to Immortality 

Whoever realises the Supreme Brahman becomes Brahman itself--becomes one with it. 

Not only that, in his lineage a non-knower of Brahman is never born. He transcends all 

sorrows and sinfulness. Rid of all ignorance, he becomes completely free. He becomes 

immortal. 

 

                                                                                                           Muaka Upanishad 
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Part Two 

 

Praava in  Shkta Texts 

 

Dr. Indira S. Ayyar 

 

To understand the shakti in a Mantra is to know 

the highest non-dualism inherent in all words. 

 

 
 

In creation, the creative activity is Shakti, named vimarsha, while the Absolute remains 

as praksha or the eternal light. The ultimate reality is praksha-vimarsha-my. The Self 

and its Consciousness-of-Itself are ever united. Shakti always enjoys svtantrya or 

unimpeded power. This Shakti is designated variously as Parshakti, Parahanta[?], 

Mtrik. 

 

This Shakti is the raison d'etre of all mantras. Without Shakti, mantras are as useless 

as the autumnal clouds, says Tantrasadbhava[?]. The word Shkta, derived from Shakti, is 

defined as that absorption in the apprehension of that reality which is beyond the range of 

utterance either gross or subtle, with total concentration. 

 

It is said that to understand the Shakti in a mantra is to know the highest non-dualism 

inherent in all words. The Shaktis inherent in the alphabets are collectively known as 

Mtrik. Mtrik not only means the objectification (or the I-consciousness) of letters, but 

of the entire universe of subjects and objects. 

 

The first Sanskrit alphabet 'a' denotes iva and the last letter 'ha' denotes Shakti. The 

two are represented in a Bindu. From this creation starts. 

 

Prnanda Yati, commenting on the creation of the phenomenal world as described in 

the Kmakalvilsa, explains it thus: The 'Aham' is not to be confused with the ego. Its 

seat is in the Sahasrra. The red-hued Shakti aspect of this circle starts expanding. 
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From the stress thus created the universal sound emanates, which expands into the 

alphabets. These represent the five elements of earth, water, fire, air and space. The uni-

verse, from the atom right up to the cosmos, is derived form these elements. 

 

Mantras are not merely the sound form of the combination of alphabets but the sound 

form of the respective divinities. Thus, Mtrik is not only the matrix of creation but also 

of all ideation. 

 

     Mmsakas believe that abda is derived from and is the manifestation of Shakti. The 

Skhyas believe that the panchabhtas are the manifestations of Shakti, as the modes of 

Prakriti. Tantraastra adopts both the above views.  

 

Textual Mention 

Kamaeshvarasuri has dealt with 14 different aspects of the unity of iva and Shakti in 

his elaborate commentary on the first verse of Saundarya Lahar, one of which is from the 

aspect of Praava. 

 

iva acquires the power of Praava by uniting with Devi. Praava is the embodied 

form of Nda, through its different stages in manifestation. Without such a union, iva 

would have remained dumb. Nda, as we have seen earlier, gives rise extensively and effi-

ciently to vowels, syllables, words, sentences and the like. 

 

    The Rishis of the three gods mentioned in the verse--Hari, Hara and Virinchi--are Agni, 

Vyu and Srya; their meters--Gyatr, Trishtubh, and Jagat; their colours--red, white and 

black; their states--Jgrat, Svapna and Sushupti; their seats---earth, ether and heaven; their 

svaras-Udatta, Anudatta and Svarita; their Vedas---g, Yajus and Sman; their Agnis--

Grhapatya, havanya and Dakshia; their Kls--morning, noon and evening; their 

guas--Sattva, Rajas and Tamas; their functions--Sti, Sthiti and Laya. 

 

By naming the three deities all that they denote are also indicated.  

 

     Some take it that the three gods themselves stand for Praava and by mentioning that 

they serve Devi, Devi's superiority even to the Praava is stated. 

 

The eighth verse again mentions Paramaivaparyakanilaym which stands for the 

union of Bindu (Paramaiva) and Nda (Parshakti). The couch is made up of a, u, m and 

the ardhamtr representing Hari, Hara, Brahm and vara. This is reiterated in the 92nd 

verse of the same text. 
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Arthur Avalon feels that the five components of Praava that is, a, u, m, Nda and 

Bindu are expressed in this verse. The same idea is mentioned in the 58th nma in the 

Lalit Sahasranma, Pancha-brahmsana-sthit. 

 

The 14th verse again mentions Dev's feet as being far above the rays emanating from 

the six chakras. These rays also correspond to the six seasons and the Goddess' feet 

represent Nda and Bindu, transcending all Time. The rays are said to denote Prajpati, 

Creator, according to some commentators. 

 

In the Lalit  Sahasranma, the 237th name Chatushashti-kalmay  denotes Devi as 

the source of all knowledge, such as the Vedas. The 275th nma suggestes that Dev 
should be meditated in the orb of the sun as Gyatr. Bhnumaala-madhyasth also de-

notes the Anhata Chakra. The 844th name Chhanda-sr states that Dev is the essence 

of the Vedas, that is the Gyatr. 
 

     Bhskararya in his Saubhgya Bhskara says that her nature is established in the 

Upanishadic portion of the Vedas. He states that in the 14 methods of attaining Knowl-

edge, the Vedas are essential, and Gyatr is denoted, as it is the essence of the Vedas. 

 

There are two forms of the Gayatri mantra. One is explicitly mentioned in the Vedas. 

The other is the Shakti mantra, treasured and kept hidden by her votaries. There are said to 

be three divisions (ka) in the mantra, each being equal to Gayatri. 

 

The name Uma is said be a variation of Praava. 

 

The Sta Sahit says Uma also means the best cittavtti. The Rudra Ymala says: 

"Uma is the Supreme Shakti...assuming the form of Okra.' 

 

In the Krma Pura, Himavn hymns Dev and says: "I bow down to the form which 

is in the sun's disc, who is all the Vedas, the one object of knowledge..."  

akara says in his Navaratnamlik stotram (verse, 7)... "I contemplate in my mind 

Pardevat who is the form of Praava." 

Klidsa in his Shyamaladaakam calls her..."the personification of all mantras.., sounds 

and words." 

 

     Skanda Pura also says "She is Praavarpi, ever youthful, Siv, endless, and 

oozing nectar." 

 

---------------------------- 

Dr. Indira S. Aiyar, who specialises in the field of ancient Indian culture, is also a 
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research scholar on the Mother Goddess cult. 

 

Esoteric Om in Music            

 

 
 

In his devotional compositions, akara Bhagavatpda begins his famous 

Navaratnamalik Stotra in praise of the Divine Mother as "Okra-pajara-ukm." 

 

The great Karnatik music composer, Muthuswami Dikshitar attributes Praava to 

divinities and divine manifestations. He refers to the Lord in Vatapi Ganapatim as 'Praava 

Swarpam.' He praises Ekam-ranathan [Ekmrantha?]  in a song as Okrarpam 

ivam. He refers to the temple Vi-rnana [Vimna?] of Lord Ragantha in the song 

'Raganyakam' as being in the shape of Praava. 

 

Tyagaraja bows to akara as "Nda Tanumanisam.[?]" In Moksha-mugalata[?], he 

refers to Praava Nda which manifests itself as Sapta Svaras, the seven notes. 

 

The national bard Subramanya Bharati derives his inspiration and power from "Om" 

which he regards as Parshakti in his song Om akthi. 

 

M. Sundaresan 
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Om in the Puras 

 

 
 

 The Itihsa Pura literature constitute [?] the source books for understanding our 

culture. In fact, they are declared as helpful in expounding the hidden truth in the Vedas. 

 

Hence we quite often find quotations in the Puras from the Upanishads and the 

Vedas. We find in the Puras explanation of the origin and significance of the syllable 

Om, sometimes quoting passages from the Upanishads and at other times explaining them. 

Hence, wherever it is neccessary reference to the Upanishads is also made. 

 

The Vyupura and the Ligapura have a section each describing how the 

Yogin has to acquire proficiency in Okra. 

 

 In that context these two Puras explain the siginificance of  these mtrs com 

prising the Okra. The Skandapura states that the Okra is the first among the three 

gods. It is the essence that makes the Supreme Brahman explicit. 

 

Three Steps 

 

     The Okra is identical with the three Vedas (g, Yajur and Sma), three worlds 

(Bhr, Bhuvas and Svar), the three fires (Grhapatya, havanya and Dakshia), the three 

steps of Vishu (for subduing King Bali). The 'A' sound is known as imperishable 

(aksharam), 'U' sound is svarita (middle accent) and 'M' sound the pluta (the elongated 

accent). The heaven is its head, the Brahmaloka constitutes its feet. The mtr represents 

the Rudraloka. Lord iva's place is above that. 

 

We find a method of contemplation for the realisation of Brahman advocated for the 

yogins making use of the Praava. Praava is the bow, tman is the arrow and Brahman is 

the target. The target should be pierced by one who does not err. The aspirant should get 

absorbed like an arrow. This statement found in the Vyupura and Ligapura has 

been drawn from the Muakopanishad. 
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In another context, the Ligapura refers to this single-syllabled mantra Om and 

states that the all-pervading Lord iva is stationed in it. Lord iva declares that the three 

letters A, U, M, are present in his Praava and the letters U, M, and A. 

 

The iva Pura eulogises the glory and greatness of iva. As Ratna Ma Navaratnam 

says in her book, Aum Gaea, it describes the ritual and philosophical principles of the 

iva cult, embodies descriptions, sermons and dissertations on the greatness of his divinity, 

and recounts his emblems, attributes and exploits. This Mahpura is a sacred text of the 

aivites. 

 

Dr. Gangadharan 
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Pancha Praavas 

 

Dr. Varadachari Sadagopan 

 

Praava has a unique place in the realm of Tantric 

worship which is described as Pratyaksha  

stra by its votaries. 

 

 
 

Om is considered typically as the Vedic Praava to distinguish it from the other five 

Praavas used in the Tntric or gamic worship of individual deities like Sarasvat, 
Lakshm, Kl, r Vidy and Durg. These five Praavas used in such worship are Eym, 

[Aim], Sreem [rm], Kreem [Krm], Hreem [Hrm] and Kleem [Klm]. These Praavas 

also have Vedic roots and could still be considered as Vedic Praavas. 

 

The Tantras and gamas have Vedic sanction insofar as they stem from the same 

Vedic tree just as Smtis and Puras. The Tntric worship claims to be practical in 

approach and therefore has been described as Pratyaksha stra, providing direct 

experience of the chosen God or Goddess. 

 

It is particularly appealing to those who have difficulty in grappling with complex 

Vedntic doctrines for advancement in their spiritual pursuits. 

 

Tntric and gamic worshippers approach the very same gods and  

goddesses worshipped in Vedas in a ritualistic and sacramental manner. For instance, 

Goddess Lakshm is the object of worship in the r Skta of Yajur Veda as well as in 

Lakshm Tantra. Sarasvat is worshipped through the Vk Skta of the g Veda and by 

Tantric means. The tenth maala of g Veda celebrates Dev through the Dev Skta and 

the ktas worship her as Durg, r Vidy and Bhuvanevar through Tntric methods. 

 

One important method of Tntric worship is to use Praavas such as Hrm, rm in the 

japa and meditations of the worshippers. The appropriate Pravas contain letters 
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(Mtriks) and sounds associated with the specific deities and are used as seed centres of 

sound to establish the link between the worshippers and the worshipped. 

 

 Lalit Hrm 

di akara has commented extensively on the relationship between r Lalit and her 

Praava Hrm in his commentary on Lalit Triat. Hrm occurs 60 times in the  Lalit 

Triat, which has a total of 300 names describing her majesty. akara has established 

that Hrm is the Vara Samudya (grouping of letters) that reveals her. He has pointed out 

that she is present inside Hrm like the future banyan tree inside the banyan seed in an 

unmanifest form. The same argument is valid for the other Praavas used in the worship of 

different chosen deities. 

 

Hrm like Om is also celebrated as Praka (revelatory) as well as Vimarsha 

(deliberative) Praava. Hrm is also known as My Bjam or Bhuvanevar Bjam. 

 

This Praava is made Up of Hakra (H), Repha (R), kra () and Makra (M). The 

Hakra in combination with Repha represents her power of absorbing the whole universe 

within her. kra with Makra point out her powers of illuminating the entire universe. 

 

This Praava in its entirety connotes her powers of creation, protection and destruction 

of the universe and its beings. Hrm can be used to worship her in the Sagua and Nirgua 

forms. The twenty-second nma in Lalit Triat salutes her as Om Ekaksharyai Nama. 

 

The Praava Hrm occurs thrice in the Panchadakshar-mantra of r Lalit. It 

appears as the fifth, eleventh and fifteenth letters of this mantra made up of 15 letters. di 

akara's commentary on Hrm in this text is a great help to the Lalit (r Vidy) 

worshippers in understanding the Vedic root of their Tntric worship. 

 

Sarasvat: Aim 

She is the only Goddess sung in all the four Vedas. Her Praava is Aim. It is known as 

the Srasvata Praava dealing with the Goddess of Knowledge. One recites and meditates 

on this Praava to acquire knowledge, wisdom and the power of speech. 

 

Sarasvat, according to Aitareya Brhmaa, is the divine speech, the Goddess of Word. 

One verse of the g Veda explains her blessings this way: "One aspiring for transcendent 

knowledge invokes Sarasvat; when one aspires to undertake sacred works for the good of 

all, they also invoke Sarasvat. Sarasvat blesses all of them who dedicate themselves for 

noble ends." 

 

Aurobindo identifies Sarasvat as the word (Aim), as the inspiration that comes from 
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tam, the truth-consciousness. Brihat or cosmic intelligence elaborated by the Vedic texts 

arises from that tam as well. Thus, the link is established between the "infinitesimal, 

individual mind" of the aspirant and the cosmic intelligence through the japa of the 

Srasvata Praava. 

 

Lakshm: rm 

rm is the Praava associated with Mah Lakshm. This Praava is known as Lakshm 
Bjam. Here '' represents the transcendent divinity of fortune; 'R' means wealth; '' stands 

for the satisfaction arising from the acquisition of that wealth; the nasalisation 'M' denotes 

the dispelling of the sorrows of poverty. This Praava is recited to acquire worldly wealth, 

power, beauty and glory.  

 

Kl: Krm 

Her Praava is Krm. It is also known as Kl Bja or dya (primordial) Bja. This is 

made up of letters 'K', 'R', , and 'M.' The letter 'K' denotes the power of time, which 

reminds one of her destructive aspect. The letter 'R' represents Brahman or the limitless 

and infinite aspect of Kl. The elongated '' stands for the transcendent power of illusion. 

The combination of the first three letters (Kr) of this Praava denotes the Great Mother of 

the Universe. The nasalisation indicates her power of dispelling the worshipper's sorrows. 

The Kl Bja is recited to achieve transcendent knowledge and Vairgya.  

 

Parakti: Klm 

This Praava is known as the Kma Bjam or Kma Kal. The three letters 'K', 'L', M' 

stand for the Moon, Sun and Agni respectively. This Pranava is redted to aquire 

transcendental knowledge, pleasure, victory and royal power. This Praava is also used to 

worship di Parakti and hence is known as another kta Praava.  

 

Role of Guru 

In worship using Praava to attain the blessings of the chosen deity, the aspirant has 

intense desire to become one with that deity. He practises the recitation, ucraa, of the 

Praava and meditates on the subtle meaning of that Praava. The word ucraa literally 

means moving up (ut+cara); it denotes the moving of the aspirant's mind upwards towards 

the light of the deity with which he is seeking to establish connection. 

 

The potency of the Praava cannot be fully harnessed by the aspirant unless he is 

guided and blessed by a competent guru, who himself has attained Self-realisation. 
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Source of All Knowledge 

Om. The first born effulgent being was Brahm, the master and projector of this 

universe. He was also the protector of this world. He taught the knowledge of Brahman to 

his eldest son Atharva. This knowledge is the source (basis) of all kinds of knowledge, 

both secular and spiritual. 

 

That, the Supreme Brahman, which is realised by the wise sages, is imperceptible and 

incoprehensible; It is unborn and without any colour; It is devoid of eyes and ears, hands 

and feet; It is almighty, eternal, omnipotent and undecaying. It is the very source of the 

universe. 

 

This universe has emerged from the imperishable Brahman by my in a special way. 

It is like the spider weaving the web out of itself, or like the medicinal herbs coming out of 

the earth, or like the hair growing on a man. 

Muaka Upanishad 
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The Liberating Logos 

 

Praava is used in Yoga sdhan for the uninterrupted vision of the Self. It consists of 

triple sounds, A, U, M. In the chant, the different parts of Okra are dissolved in nta, 

the peace. A is dissolved in U, U in M, M in bindu, the bindu in nda, and the nda in 

akti, and the sakti in nta. 

 

Correspondingly, there are five states of consciousness. They are jgrat (waking), 

svapna (dream), sushupti (dreamless slumber), turya (the fourth state), tadatta (that 

which is above the fourth). 

 

In jgrat,  the soul enjoys with the aid of the senses. Svapna is the feeling or perception 

through the senses devoid of consciousness. Sushupti is the state of quietude. Turya is the 

state when tman sees the Supreme with unclouded vision. The fifth is that which 

precedes liberation. 

 

Any mantra, unless preceded and ended by Praava, is not fruitful. Gifts, sacrifices, 

penance, recitation of Vedas,  japa, meditation, rites, homa, all these should be preceded 

by Om. The Sruti says, "All speech is hidden in the Praava." Here the speech is construed 

as mantra. 

 

Om tat sat is considered to be the three-fold symbol of Brahman. By this were 

ordained, the Brhmins, the Vedas, and the sacrifices. Om denotes the absolute supremacy. 

Tat denotes the universality. And Sat, the Reality of the Brahman. Thus, Om relates to 

Existence and that which is beyond. 

 

The Brihatprara Smriti says that the Praava is the great Reality--tattva. It is the 

three Vedas, the three qualities, the three godheads, the three worlds, the three states of 

consciousness, jgrat, svapna and sushupti, the triple divisions of time, the past, present 

and the future and the three genders. The whole universe is pervaded by the three-fold 

Praava. 

 

Praava represents the Supreme, who is of the form of knowledge---uddha jnaika 

mrti. He is the meaning of Praava. He is worshipped in the form of Dakshimrti with 

his gesture of chin-mudr the symbol of wisdom, signifying the oneness of the jivtman 

and Paramtman. All sounds emanate from silence and end in silence. That silence alone 

is the liberating logos, the Om, the saving grace of all mankind. 

M. V. B. S. Sarma 
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 Praava in Vaishava Tradition 

 

Dr. (Mrs.) VANAMALA PARTHASARATHY 

 

The chryas of the Vaishava tradition point out 

that implied in Praava are the pervasiveness 

and protective nature of rman 

Nryaa and rdev. 
 

 
 

Rmnuja chrya (1017-1137 A.D.) explains that the root of Praava is the sacred letter 

'A,' and he who is named by 'A' is the supreme God, and is none other than Nryaa who 

is the basis or root of all entities (Vedrtha Sagraha: 141. He indirectly talks about 

mlamantra as mlamantrea in his Vaikuntha Gadya. 

 

Parara Bhattr, a younger contemporory of Rmnuja and belonging to the twelfth 

century, also gives the interpretation for Praava in the context of mlamantra or tiru-

mantra in his Ashtalok. 
 

Accordingly, 'A' indicates Vishu, who creates, protects and annihilates the universe, 

the letter 'M' indicates the soul  (jva), who is in the service of the Lord Vishu, and 'U' 

stands for such a relationship between the two (only) and none else. Thus Praava, the es-

sence of the three Vedas, conveys the above meaning. Further, he elucidates the 

significance of the entire mantra and how one does not belong to oneself also. 

 

Further, he says if the devotee thinks the body and soul are the same he should try and 

understand the significance of the letter 'M' in Aum, (which points out that he is a sentient 

being and not inanimate) and if he thinks he is independent he should learn the letter 'A,' 

(which conveys that he is an instrument in the hands of the Lord), and if he thinks he is 

subject to somebody else other than the Lord, he should learn 'U,' (which clearly states his 

relationship with him). 
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The first Vaishava chrya to write Rahasya granthas, namely the works containing 

secret doctrines, in the stra style and in maipravla (a style in which Tamil is used 

interspersed with Sanskrit words) was Pillai Lokchrya (1264-1369 A.D.).  

 

Mlamantra 

He composed 18 works known as Ashtdaa-rahasyankal on Viitdvaita philosphy. 

One of them is Mumukshuppati (according to the mumukshu). A mumukshu is one who is 

yearning for salvation. 

 

     It consists of three sections (prakaraam) which examine in detail the mlamantra 

(tirumantram / ashtkshara); dvayam and the charamaloka which are all prescribed for 

rvaishavas. Dvayam consists of two phrases namely (a) rmannryaacharaau 

araam prapadye (b) rmate Nryaya nama. The charama loka is from Bhagavad 

Gt (18.66). 

 

In the very first section titled Tirumantra prakaraam, the significance of praava is 

elaborately analysed. Some of the ideas expressed in the above text are as follows: The 

tirumantra consists of eight letters and three words which imply the meanings 

'subservience' (sesha-tvare) to the Lord; 'dependence' (pratantryam); and service unto 

him (kainkaryam) respectively (stras 28,30).  

 

Lovely Simile 

Of the three words, the first one is praava. Using a beautiful simile the author says 

like the butter that has been churned out from three (different) pots of curds, the three 

letters of praava ('A', 'U', 'M') are taken to represent the three Vedas, g, Yajus and Sama 

(stra 33). 

 

Like the interpretations pointed out earlier, 'A' is assigned to Nryaa and it says that 

'A' is the abbreviated form of the word Narayana and hence it stands for him who is the 

creator and protector of all (stra 35). 

 

The question is whether 'A' stands for the Goddess (Piraatti) also. According to the text, 

the Goddess's presence is essential for affording protection and so his relationship with r 
is connoted here (stra 40). So unlike in Padma Pura, where 'U' denotes r, here her 

position is emphasised (as she is the eternal companion of the Lord) especially while 

protecting the devotees and therefore she becomes implied in the letter 'A' itself. 

 

Then the point is how does she remain eternally with the Lord (Emperuman) and yet 

keeps links with the individual soul (chetana). The text gives a beautiful example. Like a 
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mother who neither abandons her husband's bed nor her child's cradle, her trait is to stay 

and not leave either the first letter ('A') or the last ('M') which stands for the soul (stra 42).  

 

Subservience to Mother 

The essential nature of the soul is subservience to the Lord. However the letter 'A' does 

not clearly show that the soul is subservient to the Goddess as well. To this, the text gives 

an example. When a man employs a servant the agreement does not specify his services to 

the wife, yet the servant serves her also. In the same manner, we are servants of the 

Goddess (stra 44). Thus 'subservience' is the basic nature (svarpa) of the soul (stra 55). 

      

     The author goes on elucidating further from the grammatical point of view to show that 

the soul is subservient to the Lord (su-tras 48-51). The letter 'U' indicates'exclusivity' 

(stra 58). This would lead to the fact the soul is subservient to none else (sutra 59). 

 

Lastly the twenty-fifth letter 'M' denotes 'knowledge' and refers to the soul (stra 66). 

Here it stands for the group of souls and not just one (stra 67). Therefore the soul is the 

'knower' and is different from the body (stra 69). 

 

Hence Praava propounds the relationship between the Lord and the soul as expressed 

(in the hymn) "I am the servant of the one who is in Kannapuram; Do I belong to anyone 

else?" (stra 72). The hymn is that of Tirumankai Alvar (Priya Tirumoli 8:9;3).  

 

Auspicious Thread 

It is then shown that the component letters of Praava provide an elaboration of the 

tirumantram (stra 76). Subservience to Lord's devotees is another important issue that is 

taken up for discussion. Subservience to the Lord's devotees is the consummation of 

subservience to the Lord and is implied in letter 'A'. Others say that the exclusive 

subservience to the Lord and to none other consummates in subservience to those who are 

his devotees and hence some say it is in letter 'U' it is implied that (soul) belongs to no 

other. 

 

The chapter on Tirumantram consists of 115 stras. The concluding portion says that 

tirumantram is like the auspicious thread (magala stra) and that the Lord would protect 

the soul like the husband (sutra 114). Thus the tirumantram states: 

"I belong to the Lord (Emperuman) alone. I should stop belonging to myself and be 

permitted to perform all kinds of service to Nryaa who is the served one of all (stra 

115). 

 

The commentary for the text has been composed by Manavala Mamunikal (1370-1443 

A.D.) which is elucidative and helpful to comprehend the text. 
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Vedanta Desika (1268-1369 A.D.), another great Vaishava chrya of the post-

Rmnuja period, has composed great masterpieces. Rahasyatrayasram is one of his 

works composed in maipravla style. Herein a detailed interpretation of mlamantra is 

given in chapter 27. He draws upon several authoritative sources in the discussions. As far 

as the elucidation of the letters of Praava goes, it remains the same as above.  

 

Vishu and r 
A survey of all the references on the interpretation of Praava point out to the 

following facts. Vishu's pervasiveness, and his protective nature are implied in the 

Praava and its components. It is Vishu (Nryaa) alone who protects and saves the 

soul. r, his eternal consort whose presence is necessary for the protection, is also shown 

as implied in the component. 

 

----------------------- 

Dr. (Mrs.)Vanamala Parthasarathy is Deputy Director, Anathacharya Indological 

Research Institute, Bombay. 
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Ndopsana 

 

R. Asha 

 

Music, sung with devotion and understanding leads 

to the merging of the mind in Nda Brahman 

resulting in transcendental bliss 

 

 
 

From ancient times, music in India has been considered sacred and a means for 

attainment of the supreme. Endowed with depth, sublimity and divinity, it is capable of 

raising man from the mundane to the spiritual level of bliss. 

 

The antiquity of this tradition can be traced as far back as the Vedas. Among the 

Vedas, the Sma Veda is especially music-oriented, the essence of which, we are told, is 

Praava or Okra. Okropsana is one of the many Vidyas (Udgtha vidy) taught in 

the Upanishads. 

 

The Upanishad says: Om ityetad aksharam udgtham upsta. This Om, this 

imperishable Udgtha, must be worshipped. The nature of Om as the essence of music and 

ultimately the essence of all creation is then elaborated. 'Of all these of creation; earth is 

the essence; of earth, water; of water, herbs; of herbs, man; of man, speech; of speech, 

poetry; of poetry, music; of music, Praava. Thus Okra is the most valuable, final 

essence of all essences.' 

 

Ndopsana has formed an integral part of Indian culture which can boast of many 

ndopsakas through the ages. Coming in this illustrious line is the saint-singer Tygarja, 

one of the famed music trinity. His songs, apart from being soaked in the nectar of 

Rmabhakti, also embody some principles and practice of Ndayoga (Praavopsana). 

This article proposes to highlight some of these.  
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Om as Nda Brahmam 

Praava or Okra is conceived as Nda Brahmam. The Self-luminous Brahman 

manifests itself in the Nda. This can again be conceived of in an abstract nirgua aspect 

or in a sagua aspect. Tygarja incorporated both these aspects in his kritis. In the kriti 

Vara rga (Rga Chenchu-kambhoji), he says that 'Nda, which emanates from the body is 

of the form of the sacred Praava' Dehodbhavambagu nadamul divyamau Pranavakara 

mane. 

 

Tyagaraja goes further and conceives Nda to have taken the form of r Rmachandra. 

He praises the Lord as ndtmaka (Ni bhakti bhagya in Raga Jayamanohari), ndarpa (Ni 

daya in Ritigaula), nda brahmnanda rpa (Lord as the ambrosial bliss of Nda), nda-

brahmnanda-rasakriti, etc. 

 

Indulging in a fine piece of imagination, he describes Rma as the embodiment of 

Nda, in the following way: 

 

'The Nectar of Nda, which is the basis of all Vedas, Puras, gamas and stras has 

taken human form (in Rma); the seven svaras have become the seven bells of the bow; 

the Rgas have become the bow itself; the styles Dura, Naya, Desya, have become the 

three strings of the bow; the steady pace has become the arrow; the melodius apt variations 

of phrase have become his speech.' (Ndasudhrasambilanu in Arabhi). 

 

Apart from being 'ndarpa,' the Lord is also described by Tygaraja as Sagta-rasika and 

sma-gna-lola.' 

 

Process of Ndotpatti 

The process of Ndotpatti is incorporated in the interpretation of the word 'Nda' itself. 

'Due to the interaction of pra (vital air) and agni (fire), nda is born (generated) in the 

mldhra. It then moves upwards and manifests itself as the saptasvaras. ' 

 

     All this is echoed by Tygarja in the kriti, Mokshamu Gatata (Saramati). 

 

     To know and realise the nature of this Nda, originating from the mldhra, is bliss 

and salvation. Muladharaja nadameruguta mudamagu mokshamura (Svarraga sudh in 

akarbharaam). 

 

Tracing the physical movement of Nda (as svaras) from the navel upwards, the saint 

says Nabhi-hrit-kantha rasana nasadulayandu (Svaras move from the navel to the heart, 

throat, tongue, nose etc. (Sobhillu in Raga Jaganmohini). 

 



Praava Special No. 18:3 

 164 

The emanation of the seven svaras from Praava is referred to in the kriti 

Samajavaragama as Vedashiromaatrja saptasvara-nadaachaladipa. This phrase praises 

the Lord as 'shining like a beacon light on the mountain of Nda of the seven svaras born 

of the Praava which is the source of all Vedanta.' 

 

In another kriti Ragasudharasa, Tyagaraja describes Omkara as Sadashiva himself 

(Sadashiva mayamaku nadomkara svara vidulu). He then proceeds to describe how the 

svaras emanated from the five faces of Sadshiva. Sadyojatadi-panchavaktraja Sari-ga-

ma-pa-dha-ni (Kriti, Nadatanumanisam, Raga, Chittaranjani). 

 

The five faces are Sadyojta, Vmadeva, Aghora, Tatpurusha and na are said to 

represent the five elements earth, water, fire, air and ether. The svaras are said to have 

been bom thus: Gandhram from Sadyojta, Dhaivata from Vmadeva, Shaja from 

Aghora, Panchama from Tatpurusha, Nishda and Madhyama from na. 

 

On the psychic plane, the svaras are also regarded as being connected with the mystic 

chakras in the body. Sa is connected with mldhra; Ri with svdhishthna; Ga, with 

manipura; Ma with anhata; Pa, with Viuddha; Dha with j and Ni with sahasrra. 

 

'Chanting of Om in different pitches is also said to be effective in awakening the 

chakras.' 

 

As Tygarja sings 'a knowledge of the various resonant sthnas from which emanate 

the glorious saptasvaras,' is conducive to salvation. 

 

Kolahala saptasvara grihamula gu-rute mokshamura. (Svara rga sudh in 

akarbharaam). 

 

It is this Nda that Tygarja exhorts one to worship and to delight in the nectar of the 

bliss it affords. (Raga sudha rasa paanamu jesi rajillave manasa). 

 

---------------------------- 

R. Asha is Research Scholar, Department of Sanskrit, University of Madras, Madras. 
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Praava and Sma Veda 

 
 

The Sma Veda has special links to Praava and Ndopsana. The Sma Veda is sung 

by Udgt  priests at Vedic rituals. The singing of Sans or Sma Veda mantras is known 

as Udgtha. The Praava is also referred to as the imperishable Udghta by Chandogya 

Upanishad, a major Upanishad belonging to Sma Veda. 

 

The Ndopsana has its roots in the Udgtta of Sma Veda. Lord Krishna's statement 

that he is Sma Veda among all the Vedas attests to the efficacy of attaining him through 

Ndopsana. The importance of Praava Udgtha is once again revealed from a portion of 

the sacred Hayagrva mantra (Om Praavodgtha vacase nama). Lord Hayagrva is the 

Lord of all Vidys including Brahma Vidy. The portion of his mantra quoted above 

recognizes that his speech is of the form of Praava Udgtham.  

 

Ntya stra 

Sage Bharata, the author of Natya stra, has also stated that Brahma extracted the art 

and science of music from Sma Veda. The Upsan of the supreme Lord through Sma 

Gna (Udgtha Upsan) has been pointed out by Sage Yjavalkya, the greatest authority 

on Smritis, this way: "Clearing one's senses, memory, mind and intellect of all other 

objects, the supreme tman, which is within oneself shining like a lamp, should be 

contemplated upon. Intoning Sma Gana in the proper manner without break and 

practising it with concentration makes one attain the supreme Godhead." 

 

Sage Yjavalkya has also revealed that the singing of the Smans to the 

accompaniment of V leads to Moksha. 

Dr. Varadachari Sadagopan 
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Part Three 

 

Mkya Upanishad 

 

Om as Symbol 

 

Swami Lokeswarananda 

 

 
 

The Mkya Upanishad is found in the Atharva Veda.  It is one of the shortest 

Upanishads, having only 12 verses. The Upanishad is so called perhaps because that was 

the name of the sage who composed it. 

 

Gauapda, teacher of Govinda-pda, who was di akara's teacher, wrote a Krika 

(an auxiliary work) on the Upanishad. It is brief, but it is a self-contained and very well 

argued presentation on non-dualism. 

 

The Krik states that there is nothing but the Self. It totally rejects duality. 

 

Most Upanishads have one or more stories round which the philosophy they are 

presenting is woven. This, however, is not the case with the Mkya Upanishad. It gives 

its message not through a story, but through a symbol. This symbol is Aum, commonly 

pronounced as Om. 

 

No amount of discussion can give us any idea about Brahman, the Ultimate Reality. 

We have to have recourse to the use of a symbol. For example, there is a round black stone 

called a Nryaa il. It is only a stone, and a small stone too, yet many people worship it 

as God himself. Those who worship it know what it is, yet they try to imagine that it is 

God. They do not worship the stone; they worship God. The stone is only a symbol. 

Anything can be a symbol of God, since God is everywhere and in everything and is 
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everything.  

 

Apt Symbol 

Om is considered an apt symbol of Brahman, for just as Brahman is all-inclusive, Om 

is also all-inclusive so far as sound is concerned. As you pronounce Aum, you touch all the 

points in your mouth from where sounds emerge. This is why Om is called abda 

Brahman, the sound that represents Brahman. 

 

Om is the holiest sound in the Hindu tradition. It is equivalent to the Vedas, 

symbolically speaking. The Upanishad declares that Aum and Brahman are the same. They 

support the phenomenal world--Om supporting the phenomenal world represented by 

sounds and Brahman supporting the phenomenal world represented by the varieties of 

sense experience. 

 

When the phenomenal world is negated by knowledge, there is only the substratum left 

that is, Aum or Brahman. It is like the snake being negated, leaving behind only the rope. 

 

But how do you meditate on Aum ? First, you meditate that in your waking state you are 

Virt--that is, Brahman as the sum total of all physical bodies. This is represented by A, 

the first letter of Aum. Next you are Hirayagarbha Brahman as the sum total of all minds, 

which is U of Aum. Then you imagine that when you have sound sleep you are one with 

-vara, which is Brahman associated with its power of my. This is represented by M of 

Aum. 

 

So far you are within the domain of ignorance. If you are able to go still further, 

beyond all letters, beyond Om, then you become one with turya, pure consciousness. You 

are then amtra, beyond duality. You are Brahman. 

 

This is how Om helps you reach the goal of life. You are always Brahman, but 

somehow or other you are not aware of it. One way to dispel this ignorance is to continu-

ally remind yourself that you are Brahman. If you do it in the waking state, its effect will 

follow through in your dreaming and deep sleep states also. And it will eventually take you 

to turya. 

 

Omityetadakshramidam sarvam tasyopavykhynam bhtam bhavad bhavishyaditi 

sarvamomkra eva;  yaccnyat triklttam tadapyomkra eva. 

 

1. Om stands for Brahman both Brahman as the cause and Brahman as the effect. Om 

is this phenomenal world. To make it clearer, it is the past, the present, and the future. All 

this is nothing but Okra. If there is anything beyond this, that too is Omkra. 
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    Sarvam hyetad brahmyamtm brahma. So'yamtm chatushp t. 

 

   2. All this (phenomenal) world is Brahman. This (individual) Self is also Brahman. This 

Self (apparently) has four states. 

 

 

(The same Brahman is seen in four states: The first is viva, the gross physical level. 

When we are awake we perceive this physical universe with our senses. But when we are 

sleeping this world also exists. It exists mentally. It is then taijasa, in the mind. In that state 

we dream that we are eating something or going somewhere or doing something. Then the 

next state is when we are in deep sleep. In that state there is only undifferentiated 

consciousness, prja. Everything is enveloped in darkness. Yet when we wake up we feel 

very refreshed. But there is yet another state, the turya state, the fourth state. In that state 

we are one with consciousness itself. We realise our oneness with Brahman). 

 

 

      Jgaritasthno bahishpraja saptga ekonavimsati-mukha sthlabhug vaisv- 

nara  prathama pda. 

 

3. When you are awake, you are conscious of the external world, and you enjoy the 

world through your sense organs. You then use the seven limbs, the nineteen doors of 

perception, and the gross body that you have as an individual. This is the first 

manifestation of the Self. 

 

The Upanishad mentions saptga, seven limbs: the head, the eyes, the nose, the trunk, 

the kidney, and the feet. Then there are nineteen organs. First are the panca jnnendriyas, 

the five organs of knowledge (the ears, the eyes, the organ of touch, the tongue, and the 

nose). Then there are the panca karmendriyas, the five organs of action (the organ of 

speech, the hands, the feet, the organ of evacuation, and the organ of generation); then the 

panca pranas, the five aspects of the vital breath (prna, apna, vyna, udna, and 

samha); and finally the four aspects of the mind (manas, buddhi, citta, and ahakra). 

 

 

Svapnasthno'ntapraja saptga ekonavimati-mukha praviviktabhuktaijaso 

dvitiyah pda. 

 

4. The activity you have when you are dreaming is all mental. It involves nothing outside 

the mind. It is only a reflection of your desires and earlier experiences. You have all your 

seven limbs and nineteen organs intact, as you had when you were awake, but if you enjoy 
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anything now it is on the mental plane. There is nothing physical. This lord of the mental 

experience is the second state (of Brahman). 

 

Yatra supto na kacana kmam kmayate na kacana svapnam payati tat sushuptam; 

sushuptasthna ekbhta prajnaghana evnandamayo hynandabhuk chetomukha 

prjas tritya  pda. 

 

5. When you are in deep sleep you have no desires in your mind, nor do you have any 

dreams. This is called sushupti. In this state you are not aware of things, as you are when 

you are awake or dreaming. You see no duality; you see only unity. But you cannot stay in 

this state long. It is as if you have reached the point where you have to turn back to the 

dream state or the waking state. This is prja, the third state of the Self. 

 

Esha sarvevara esha sarvaja esho'ntarymyesha yoni  sarvasya praabhavpyayau 

hi bhtnm. 

 

6. This prja is the Lord of all. He knows everything. He is the indwelling controller 

of all. All things arise from him and also merge into him. He is the cause of all. 

 

Nntaprajam na bahishprajam nobhayataprajam na prajnaghanam na 

prajnam nprajam; adshtam-avyavahryam-agrhyam-alakshaam-acintyam-

avyapadeyam-ektmapratyayasram prapacopaamam ntam sivam advaitam 

caturtham manyante sa tm sa vijeya. 

 

7. Turya is not conscious of what is happening within (which implies that it is not taijasa). 

It is also not conscious of what is going on without (which implies that it is not viva). It is 

not conscious of anything in between. It is also not a mass of consciousness (which is a 

characteristic of sushupti. By this, prja is rejected). It is not conscious of all objects 

simultaneously; it is not unconscious either. It is invisible, not susceptible to any kind of 

usage, not within the reach of any organ of action; it is beyond perception by any organ, 

beyond thought, and not to be indicated by any sound. In it there is only consciousness of 

the Self and there is a total cessation of the world as such. It is the embodiment of peace 

and of all that is good. It is the One without a second. This fourth state is turya. Wise 

people consider this to be the Self. This Self has to realised. 

 

So'yamtm'dhyaksharam omkro'dhimtram pd mtr mtr ca pd akra ukro 

makra iti. 

 

8. Here is that Self as the letters (A, U, and M) of Okra. It is also the mtrs 

(letters) in the Pdas (quarters). Pdas (quarters) are mtrs (letters), and mtras (letters) 
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are pdas (quarters). A, U, and M are mtrs, like the pdas (of the Self). 

 

     ]garitasthno vaivanaro'krah pratham  mtr "pterdimatvd v"pnoti ha vai 

sarvn kmn di ca bhavati ya evam veda. 

 

9. The waking state in which the Self is vaivnara is represented by A. Vaivnara and 

A are both all-pervasive. The seeker who knows this is sure to get all he desires. He is also 

the best among all. 

 

Svapnasthnas taijasa ukro dvity mtrotkarshdubhayatvd votkarshati ha vai      

jnasantatim samna ca bhavati nsybrahmavit kule bhavati ya evam veda. 

 

10. Taijasa, the Self in the dream state, corresponds to U in Aum, for both occupy the 

middle position and share the same degree of importance. He who knows the sameness of 

the two excels in understanding and becomes a holy person. No one in his family is without 

the knowledge of Brahman. 

 

Sushuptasthna  prjo makras trtiy mtr miterapterv minoti ha v idam 

sarvam apti ca bhavati ya evam veda. 

 

11. When the Self is prja--that is, when it is in dreamless sleep (sushupti)--it is 

represented by the third letter, M, in Aum. Prjna and M both stand where viva and 

taijasa, along with A and U, end. Prja and M represent the gateway to dissolution into 

oneness. He who knows this knows the world and becomes its resting place. 

 

Amtra caturtho'vyavahrya  prapancopaama  sivo'dvaita evamomkra tmaiva 

samviatytman„‟tmnam ya evam veda. 

 

12. (As stated earlier,) the fourth quarter of Om is the cosmic Self. This Self is limitless, 

beyond thought and speech, non-dual, and all-good. The phenomenal world disappears 

into it. Wise people declare the individual self to be the cosmic Self. He who knows this 

merges his self into the cosmic Self. (He never again feels he is an individual self). 

 

Iti Mkyopanishat sampt. Here ends the Mkya Upanishad. 

 

From Swami Lokeswarananda's translation of "Mkya Upanishad, with Gauapda‟s 

Kria published by the Ramakrishna Mission Institute of Culture, Gol Park, Calcutta 

700 029. 
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Om in Sagua Upsan 

 

Svami Mukhyananda 

 

Our ancients personified Praava as Lord Gaea, 

invoked first before beginning any enterprise. 

So also, Gyatr mantra incorporates in it 

all the ideas of Om symbolism. 

 

 
 

Om is symbolic of the entire existence, phenomenal as well as noumenal, macrocosmic 

as well as microcosmic, personal vara as well as impersonal or trans-personal Brahman-

tman. 

 

Being the universal cosmic sound (the logos), the totality of all sounds, Om is called 

Praava (the primordial reverberating sound which fills the universe), from which, 

modified as the ksha (space/matter), the subtle and gross universe with all its entities and 

beings evolves in stages. 

 

The graphic symbol of Om was, in course of time, further concretised and personified 

for purposes of upsan into the figure of the deity Gajnana (Gaja=elephant, nana=face) 

or Gaea (the Lord of all Bhta-gaas or cosmic elements: a=Lord or ruler of the Bhtas 

or elements, gaa--group). 

 

     All the holy and auspicious attributes and functions that were associated with Om from 

the Vedic times were transferred to him. His figure is a philosophic symbol to which 

suitable mythology was later added to explain his figure popularly. 

 

We shall not go into the details of this highly interesting and profound cosmic 
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symbolism here, but only hint that Brahma is within him, and he stands transcending it. 

The similarity of the elephant-face and the figure of the Om is quite evident. He easily 

rides or controls the troublesome My, represented by the small but mischievous mouse, 

his mount. All this is in keeping with the Hindu tradition of symbolically concretising and 

personifying abstract entities as already mentioned. Gaea is often referred to as Om-

kra-svarpa (of the form of Om). We may also note here that in the Hindu pantheon all 

the deities have animals as their vehicles, signifying divine powers controlling animal 

tendencies.  

 

Om in Spiritual Practice 

     By the mystic repetition of Om, one attunes oneself to the cosmic mind and is lifted up 

spiritually. By connecting oneself mentally to the cosmic reservoir through Upsan, one's 

mind becomes a conduit for the flow of inspiration from the cosmic mind. Hence it is 

considered the holiest mantra (mystic formula) for Japa (sacred repetition) and is, 

therefore, added at the beginning of all other mantras used for Japa. 

 

Let us take two examples to see how the symbolism works psychologically: 

1. The script we use for any language is nothing but an artificially contrived arbitrary 

device a set of symbols to record sounds. Still it helps us to store in books knowledge, 

which in itself in non-material. One who knows a language well and has learnt the 

particular script, to him is opened all the knowledge stored in all the books in that 

language, though he may still need the help of the leamed. Similarly, if one knows the 

symbolism of Om, and all the ideas it represents, to him is open all the divine knowledge, 

which he may realise with the help of a guru. 

 

     2. Suppose we have forgotten the name of a person about whom we want to 

communicate to a friend. We begin to give various details and descriptions; still it may not 

give an adequate or correct idea of the person. The friend's mind being in doubt, he does 

not feel any attraction to him. On the other hand, suppose we utter the name of a person, 

say Sri Ramakrishna or Jesus Christ, immediately in the mind of a person who has intimate 

knowledge about him, the cumulative effect of all his knowledge brings about a sense of 

love and reverence. Then, if the context needs, he may begin to recount all the details of 

that great life. 

 

Similarly, if a person has learnt all about the infinite supreme divinity from the 

scriptures and the guru and that Om is its designation, as soon as he utters Om all the 

greatness of that divinity and its wonderful manifestations come to his mind with a 

cumulative force and uplifts him. Then he may begin to contemplate on the details in-

tensely and intimately, associating himself with it at all levels. 
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This intimate intense contemplation is called upsan, which literally means 'sitting or 

placing oneself mentally near' to the object of meditaion. The psychological law is Yat 

dhyyati tat bhavati (whatever one contemplates or meditates upon intensely, that he 

becomes). The more one recalls the name of a person whom he loves, the nearer one feels 

to him and dearer his of vision him [is his vision of him?]. Similarly, the more one repeats 

Om with the requisite attitude, the more one recalls the infinite supreme divinity, and feels 

close to it. Ultimately he realises his essential ideotity with it, since he is, as we saw, 

potentially the microcosmic counterpart of it. 

 

     In ritualistic worship the identification of the macrososm and microcosm is mentally 

visualised by a process called nysa which consists of touching different parts of the body 

while uttering the words of the cosmic counterparts. In mnasa-pj or mental-worship, 

also, symbolic identification is mentally contemplated. 

 

The Gyatr Mantra 

The Gyatr-mantra is the greatest prayer and mantra which incorporates all the ideas 

of the Om-symbolism. It is a prayer to the supreme infinite divine Reality for the 

enlightenment of the intelligence (dh) of all human beings to enable them to realise the 

supreme Truth. It is also known as the Svitr  mantra, since it is addressed to the divine 

person in the Sun, (Savit) who is considered as the visible symbolic representation of the 

supreme divinity. For, he destroys darkness and promotes life, and he is also identified 

with the inner Self of man. (sa Upanisad. 16-16). 

 

Svitr signifies that which is related to Savit (Savit) which means the source or 

originator of the universe, as well as the Sun. The Svitr mantra composed in the Gyatr 
metre, occurs in the Vedas (g-Veda, III.62.10) and is considered to be their very essence. 

 

     Later on Gyatr was associated with Om, which is also considered as the source of the 

Vedas. Through this interconnection Gyatr was treated as the elaboration of Om. Om 

was prefixed to it along with the three vyhtis, which are utterances of the divine Creator 

representing the three Cosmic planes, Bhr-Bhuv-Sva (Bhadrayaka Upanishad. 

V.14.1-8; and Chndogya Upanishad. II. 23.2-3, III.12). 

 

     The Gyatr  mantra in full, repeated mystically, runs as follows: Om bhr-bhuva 

suva, Tat-svaitur-vareyam bhargo devasya dhmahi dhiyo yo na prachodayat. 

(Om, we meditate (dhmahi) on the spiritual effulgence (bhargas) of that adorable 

supreme divine Reality (vareyam devasya), the source or projector (savit) of the three 

phenomenal world-planes--the gross or physical (bh), the subtle or psychical (bhuva), 

and the potential or causal (suva), both macrocosmically (externally) and 

microcosmically (internally). May that supreme divine Being (Tat) stimulate (pracodayat) 
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our (na) intelligence (dhiya), so that we may realise the supreme Truth). 

 

In course of time, just as the Okra was personified into Gaea, the Gyatr-mantra 

also was personified into the Goddess Gyatr (Gyatr-Dev), as the presiding deity of the 

mantra, for purposes of personal upsan (sagua-upsan). 

 

--------------- 

Swami Mukhyananda is a senior monk of the Ramakrishna order and has many published 

books to his credit. The present article is condensed from his book "Om, Gayatri and 

Sandhya,”   published by the Ramakrishna Math, Mylapore, Madras-4. 
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Vivmitra Gyatr 
 

 
 

Traditionally, the Vivmitra Gyatr is a part of the Sandhyvandan of the dvijas. 

Embedded within the Gyatr is the entire process of doing the japa together with the 

sakalpa or dharana[?], Okra being the heart of the mantra. 

 

Thus the Vivmitra Gyatr can be divided into three parts: 1. Mantra Om. 2. Process 

Bh, Bhuva, Sva or Om Bh, Om Bhuva, Om Sva, Om Maha, Om Jana, Om 

Tapa, Om Satyam. 3. Sakalpa Tat savitur vareyam bhargo devasya dhmahi dhiyo yo 

na  pracodayt. 

 

     There are two methods of doing the Vimitra Gyatr: 
 

1. The Om to begin and end in the same chakra wherein chakrashuddhi takes place, as 

a consequence of which bhta shuddhi is achieved and all the organs falling within the 

purview of the chakras begin to perform at their optimum level, keeping the Sdhaka in 

good health. 

 

2. When the Okra is done beginning in the mldhra to culminate in the mahn of 

the Sahasrra complex, all possible obstructions within the sushumn are cleared for the 

passage of the kualin through the sushumn and merge into the Para Shiva in the 

mahn. 

 

The chakras involved in the japa are Mldhra or Bh; Svdhishthna or Bhuva; 

Manipur [?] or Sva, Anhata or Maha; Vishuddhi or Jana; j or Tapa, and 

Sahasrra complex or Satyam. 

 

The Sahasrra or the Satyaloka is made up of 1. Chitta Chakra 2. Buddhi Chakra 3. 

Mahnda 4. Dh Chakra or Nirva 5. Visarga made up of Nda and Ndnta 6. Guru 

Chakra 7. Sahasrra of 1016 petals and 8. Mahn where lies Para Shiva. 

 

When the Om is made to travel from Mldhra to j, the Sdhana is known as 

Drgha-nda or Prathama-nda Sdhana, and, when the Sdhana is done in the Sahasrra 
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complex it is known as Madhyama-nda or Dvitya-nda Sdhana. 

 

It is to be noted that the second nda ends in the Dh Chakra from where onwards the 

Om takes up the form of pure light which is called the Tritya-nda or the Rhasva-nda. 

When the Sdhana of Om is done in each Chakra, the process is also called as the Rhasva 

Om or Prathama Rhasva Om, that is, Om to begin and end in the same Chakra. 

 

It is in the above context that Vivmitra Rishi has said that Om moving through the 

Chakras from Bh to Sva and hence to Satyaloka lights up the universe (within man) 

with a brilliance comparable to the Sun and that may this brilliance spread throughout 

creation engulfing all. 

H. G. Bhat. 
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Praava Sdhan 

 

B. KUTUMBA RAO 

 

Our ancients had a way of saying a great deal in a 

few words. Om is an instance of this for it 

contains a whole philosophy which it would 

take many volumes to expound. 

 

 
 

The word Praava means prakarshea nava, extremely new, because it is eternal, all-

pervading and immutable. Like Brahman it illuminates all the universe. 

 

Secondly, it is a means for the attainment of Para Brahman or ivahood, and it is 

identified with the effect because there is no difference between a cause and its effect. 

Hence it is also called Brahman. (Om ityekksharam Brahma) 

 

Praava is of two kinds--Para and Apara--noumenal (object of intuition devoid of all 

phenomenal attributes) and phenomenal. The former is Sat-chit-nanda, Existence-

Consciousness-Bliss Absolute. In short, it is Para iva himself. 

 

Apara Praava is phenomenal. It is of the form of abda, otherwise known as abda-

Brahman. 

 

Once Prajapati did a three-year penance, meditating on Parama iva. And with the 

blessing of Parama iva he created the earth, mid-region and heaven. He then churned 

them. From the churning arose three elements--from earth, agni, from mid-region vyu and 

from heaven srya. He churned further and produced g, Yajus and Sma. They were 

churned again, which resulted in three vyhtis, bhh, bhuva and suva. 

 

From these arose again three letters a, u, and m, with the effulgence of a million suns. 

Prajpati combined them into one letter which became the indicator of Brahman.  
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Consent Word 

When people intend to say that they know a thing, they say "Om" instead of saying 'I 

know'. Compare the Chndogya Upanishad statement Tadv etatd anujksharam yaddhi 

kica  anujnti Om ityeva tadha (Whosoever desires to convey his consent says "Om"). 

 

In sacrifices also, all the four priests express their assent by saying 'Om'. 

 

For the mantra Om, Brahm is the Rishi, Gyatr is the metre, Paramtm, named 

ambhu, is Devat, Akra with Bindu is the akti. Akra and makra are the seed letters. 

Agni, Vyu and Srya are the Munis Gyatr[?]. The three letters are red, white and black 

in colour. Waking, dreaming and deep sleep are the three states. Earth, mid-region and 

heaven are the three places, udtta, anudtta and svarita are the svaras. Morning, midday 

and evening are the divisions of the day. Satva, Rajas and Tamas are the guas. Creation, 

sustenance and destruction are the three activities. 

 

He who performs Praavajapa, in the prescribed manner, ten lakh times with devotion, is 

sure to achieve success. He can command all the powers like stambhana and karshaa 

and attain all the vibhtis. Most importantly, he is freed from all sins and gets liberated.  

 

Scientific Religion 

In the Praavakalpa, found in the Skandapura, some other ancillary rituals, common to 

all mantras, are indicated. One is also enjoined to recite Okra, Panjaram,[?] 

Okrakavaca, Okra Hdaya, Praavksharaml, Praavagta and Praava-

sahasra-nma which are also given therein. 

 

Earlier it was said that Praava denotes all concepts and is all-pervasive like Brahman. Sir 

John Woodroffe's remarks are worth noting in this context: "The ancient Hindus had an 

aptitude much to be appreciated in these often verbose days of saying a great deal in a few 

words. The mantra 'Om' is an instance. For this short syllable contains a whole philosophy 

which many volumes would not suffice to state--an Eastern philosophy, I may add, which 

is gaining increased support from Western science. These two will be, before long, 

reconciled when the latter has cast aside, what a friend calls, the habit blinkers. The 

benefidal result will, it is hoped, be a science which is religious and a religion which is 

scientific." (Garland of Letters,  p.  216) 

 

According to Tantrik method, a sdhaka should pronounce the word 'Om' as long as he 

can, the higher the sound particle goes the subtler it will be, and he should concentrate his 

ears and mind on those subtle sounds until absolutely no sound is heard. This is 

'Niabdam' or silence. At this stage, the sdhaka almost attains a temorary samdhi, sees 
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radiance and enjoys bliss. 

 

What we call Nda generally is a complex of Bindu, Ardha Chandra (crescent), 

Rodhini, Nda, Ndnta, akti, Vyapika, Samana, and Unmani [?]. Bindu shines like a 

lamp in the midst of forehead and is round in shape. Above that is half moon (crescent). It 

is similar to moon both in shape and lustre. Above this is Rodhini in triangle form and is 

like moon light. 

 

Nda resembles a ruby (Padma-rga) and appears like a nerve placed between two 

eggs, that is, a vertical line between two zeros. Ndnta is like lightning and resembles a 

plough with a Bindu attached to its left. akti resembles a nerve rising out of the left of two 

juxtaposed Bindus. Vyapika has the form of a Bindu and a triangle with its apex resting 

thereon. Samana is of the form of two Bindus placed one above the other with a line 

connecting them. The same without upper Bindu is Unmani. Above this lies the 

Mahbindu Varivasy Rahasya. 

 

Though this process mainly is related to r Vidy Upsan this can be applied as well 

to the Upsan of Okra. 

 

The Okra is called abda Brahman by the grammarians who are called sphota-

vdins. They have a special process of meditation of Vk in its four states of manifestation. 

Thus there is an important place for Okra both in Sagua and Nirgua Upsans. 

 

------------------------------- 

B. Kutumba Rao is a scholar in Sanskrit and Telugu with many published works to his 

credit. 
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Realising tman 

 

 
 

This tman cannot be realised through sharp intellect. Neither can it be realised by the 

study of all the sacred texts, nor by a clear exposition of the truths contained in them. The 

tman reveals itself to him who intensely longs for it. (lit. whom it chooses). The tman 

cannot be realised by one who is devoid of inner strength and it cannot be realised by any 

sporadic spiritual endeavour. For, by these alone inner strength, alertness in spiritual 

pursuits, and a regulated spiritual descipline under a spiritual master the tman is realised. 

 

Reaching the supreme state, the sages become satisfied with spiritual knowledge. They 

have fulfilled themselves. They are calm and are free from all desires. These wise ones 

always feel the presence of the Supreme Brahman in all beings, under all conditions. Being 

united with the tman, they realise their oneness with all beings. 

 

The knowers of Brahman, who live absorbed in it, who are ever established in that 

awareness by long meditation on Vedantic texts, and whose minds are purified by the 

practice of self-abnegation, are freed from all bondages. They have become Brahman, are 

immortal and free, even while living, what to speak of their immortality or freedom after 

death ! 

 

Muaka Upanishad 

 

Tattvloka is a periodical. Originally it was published from Mumbai. Later on it was 

transferred to Chennai, we believe. A special number of this valuable journal was 

exclusively devoted to Praava. We got permission to reproduce it. We worked on it. It 

was recomposed. However, we could not release it because of our preoccupation with OM: 

One God Universal in various other aspects. Now it has been recovered and placed on our 

Home Page. It runs to 52 pages. It can be read in our Omshanti Home Page.  

 

It will also be made available on OMKARADARSHANA  Yahoo group forum.  

 

OMLN
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The Mystic Syllable ‘OM’ in the Vedas 

By 

Rakesh Ranjan Pathak 
 

237, Dhanvantari Hostel, IMS, BHU, Varanasi-221005 
 

 Several native papers on Indology surface repeatedly like volcanoes in the oceans of 

Western wisdom.  But in the heart of eastern earth, fire isn‘t enough even to continue these topics 

already set ablaze a century ago.
19

 

 

 How words are analyzed in dubious details just to belie the reality
20

 and why these 

deliberations are amiss for the Vedic logogram are the  two questions to be answered no more. 

 

 From ancient history
21

 to recent science
22

 whatever belongs to us is either borrowed or 

imitated – at least in their opinion.  But whatever they write, they are right, even if they write: 

 

 …..Founder, Colonel  Boden stated  most explicitly  in his will  (dated  August 15, 1811) 

that the special object of his munificent bequest was to promote the translation of the scriptures 

into  Sanskrit, so as to enable his  countrymen to  proceed in the  conversion of the natives of India 

to Christian Religion.
23

 

 

 To such an intention how much credibility can be assigned? The same work assures its 

readers that O appeared in the Upanishads for the first time.
24

 

 

                                                           
19

Ascertaining age of the Vedas by Bal Gangadhar Tilak (Orion :1893). 
20

 Age of the atapatha-Brhmaa : the debate over ‗na cyavante‘, (ka II): History of  Indian Literature. 

Vol. I. by Maurice Winternitz. English translation. Motilal Banarsidass, 1987, p. 277. 
21

 Harappan civilization as a colony of the Sumerians: Indus Valley Civilisation and beyond ,  by M. Wheeler 

(In Indus Valley a 400-lettered alphabet was used while Sumerians used  a 900-lettered  one. Such a retro- 

gressive evolution of culture is historically neither possible nor postulated by the author but overlooked 

instead). 
22

 Prof. J.C.Bose demonstrated wireless transmission over a range of  80 km. just before Guglielmo Marconi 

was declared its inventor. 
23

 A Sanskrit English Dictionary, by Monier Monier-Williams.  Motilal Banarsidass, Varanasi, 1990. p. ix of 

preface.  
24

 Ibid. text p. 235.  
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 Our scrutiny must start far behind where the verb root  chad in the Vedas shows the two 

senses of covering
25

 and pleasure
26

 and though both the senses are acknowledged the derivative 

word chad is wantonly attached to the latter one.
27

 

 

If the former sense were incorporated along with, the westerners couldn‘t brand the 

grammatically  unexplained verses as ―a Hindu  fetish for superstition  sake‖ or ―a literary 

nonsense accepted traditionally‖ or ―a gibberish passage most probably meant for conjura-tions‖ 

etc. 

 

It‘s [!] said and agreed that grammar and English didn‘t make Shakespeare but instead 

Shakespeare made the grammar and English of own and for all.  His name is available in six 

signatures—all spelt differently by himself. And that too is advertised proudly enough!! 

 

But the  Vedas though  they are compiled  from several  seers‘ work  over  a  long period 

of  thousands of years must agree verbatim in all their grammatical aspects to satiate the western  

acumen.  On the contrary, far back from Yska
28

 and Patajali
29

 upto today‘s treatises
3031

 we 

Indians accede:  

 

m punardynm vcam artho‟nudhvati.
32

 

 

About these ―assumed‖ explanations, three objections are generally raised.  First of all, 

why did the Vedic seers circumlocute?  To fulfill the purpose of concise statement and curbing the 

knowledge within own disciples, such formulations are customary since the time immemorial.  The 

second idea still prevails among orthodox Indian literati in several fields of traditional knowledge.   

 

                                                           
25

 MarmI te varma chdaymi.  Rgveda, VI. 75. 18. 
26

 Chandayase havam Rgveda, VIII.50.5. 
27

 A Sanskrit-English Dictionary, by Monier-Williams, Motilal Banarsidass, Varanasi, 1990. The main text p.  

404. 
28

 The double-headed bull. Rgveda (V.58.3) explained in Nirukta XIII.1.8. 
29

 The five Rgvedic verses explained grammatically (viz. IV.58.3, I. 164.45, X. 71.2, VIII.69.12, X.1.4).  

Mahbhya I. 1.1.  
30

 Vedic mathematics, by Bharati Krishna Tirtha, Motilal Banarsidass, Varanasi.  
31

 The Vedic seers knew the velocity of light: Syana-Bhya of the Rgvedic verse I.50.4.  They knew its 

wave nature as well, : Prof. R Krishnaswamy (The Astrological Magazine, May 1992. Raman Publications, 

Bangalore.    
32
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Secondly, if these very purposes were intended by the Vedic seers, why they remained 

unravelled in otherwise elaborate explanations of the Brahmaas and the rayakas? A two-

pronged reasoning is there to answer it.  

 

Firstly, all explanations under the two afore-said headings are meant only for rituals.  

Secondly, this whole present lot represents only a part of originally propounded elucidations.
33

 

 

In the modern age of world-wide communication and awareness, the genetic theory of 

inheritance given by Gregor John Mendel (1866) remained in oblivion for 34 years until Hugo de 

Vrice of Holland, Karl Currens of Germany and Eric Von Tschermak of Austria rediscovered it 

independently (1901).  Accordingly, after attenuation of guru-parampar of the Vedic seers, there 

is no gainsaying the loss of those myriads of meanings given thousands of years ago. 

 

Now remains the last remark.  If one can call the same glass half-filled or half-empty, why 

these Vedic ―circumlocutions‖ can‘t be read and understood differently?  While raising such 

suspicions, it must be remembered that out of several possible analyses, the most ancient one best 

approximates the Vedic seers in its age and idea.  That‘s why Yska and his predecessor 

kapi
34

 are relied rather than a Western wild goose chase.  

 

Coming back to the context, chanda comprises the sense of covering
35

 and thereby its 

allegory and symbolism are explained.  Even the Vedic verses give glimpses of multiplicities
36

 and 

mysticism
37

 in their own expressions.  Now it‘s not impossible to see the seed of seven vyhtis 

with  the eighth o in the Vedic phraseology tvijm aamam ram.
38

 

 

                                                           
33

 The Rgveda (21), Yajurveda (101), Smaveda (100), and Atharvaveda (9) have 1131 branches taken to- 

gether  Papahnika. Now-a-days only 16 available. 
34
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of  aunaka.  Rgveda Prtiskhya mentions Okra Paalam.  Chapter 15. 
35

 Yadebhiracchdayapracchandasm  Chandastvam.  Chndogya Upaniad. 1. 4.2. 
36

 Vacobhirokam santam bahudh  kalpayanti.  Rgveda X. 114. 5. 
37

 Kaschandasm vogam  veda. Rigveda X. 114. 9. 
38

 Yasmin dev adhi viveniedu yas tan na veda kim c karisyati.  Rigveda I. 164. 39. cf. The merger of 
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The word udgtha occurs several times in Ucchia hymn
39

 which was later ascer-tained as 

a synonym to the mystic monosyllable.
40

  Even some indirect hints of its symbo-lic presence in the 

Vedas was explained in the great glossary of Yska. 

 

For  example, the verse catvri vk
41

 denotes o and the three mahvyhtis42
 while the 

other verse rico akare
43

 indicates it alone. In the latter context Yska has quoted a former 

grammarian kapi. 

 

On the same line, the verse suubh44
  can be parsed as: sa viprai  arayubhi 

navagvai stubh, sa saptasvarea daagvai suubh svarya Indra! akra! phaligam balam 

adrim ravea daraya. 

 

Accordingly, it will  be translated as given ahead ―by nine  inwardly excited and mutable 

senses,  He is adorable. He is to be applauded and more adored in the seven-fold voice that‘s vk –

the tenth sense.  O mighty Indra cleave the hard underwater rock roaringly. 

 

Analogically
45

 we can well imagine that here the hard-hitter is the same o which cleaves 

the so called underwater rock symbolizing the Supreme being—a hidden, but hard truth.         

                                                           
39

 21 Atharvaveda, XI. 7. 5. 
40
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41

 Rigveda. 1. 164.45. 
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44
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45

 Praava dhanu saro hynn brahma tallakyam ucyate  

. apranatten veddhavyam bhavet.  Muaka-Upaniad. II. 2. 4. 



Georg Feuerstein 

 185 

 

The Sacred Syllable OM         
       

By Georg Feuerstein 

 

 
        

 

The Meaning of Om 

 

There is no question that om is the oldest mantra, or sound of numinous 

power, known to the sages of India. Its origin, however, is somewhat obscure. 

A century ago, the German scholar Max Müller, editor and translator of the 

Rig-Veda, had the idea that om might be a contraction of the word avam, a 

prehistoric pronominal stem, pointing to distant objects, while ayam pointed 

to nearer objects. He continued, Avam may have become the affirmative 

particle om, just as the French oui arose from hoc illud. This obscure 

comment refers to the fact that om, in addition to its sacred significance, came 

to be used in the prosaic sense of ―Yes, I agree.‖ Müller‘s interesting 

philological speculation remains unsubstantiated, however. 

 

More recently, a different approach was taken by Swami Sankarananda, 

who proposed that om derives from the Vedic word soma. Through the 

influence of the Persians, who did not pronounce the letter s, the word soma 

was changed to homa and subsequently was shortened to om. Like Müller‘s 

derivation, this is pure con-jecture, but is nonetheless intriguing, as it brings 

out the traditionally accepted relationship between soma and om. 

 

Soma is the sacred substance used in the principal Vedic sacrifice. It 

has been characterized as an intoxicant, and various scholars have, in my 

opinion, wrongly identified it as a concoction prepared from the fly agaric 
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mushroom. In the Vedic literature, soma is always described as a creeper, 

which cannot be said to apply to a mushroom. Be that as it may, the real soma 

was not a plant or plant extract but a spiritual elixir, or illuminating 

experience, as is evident from certain hymns of the Rig-Veda (e.g. 10.85.3). 

In this sense, we also encounter it in later Tantra, where soma stands for an 

inner process or esoteric phenomenon: the nectar of immortality said to ooze 

from the Moon at the tâlu-cakra (palate wheel) in the head, dripping into the 

―Sun‖ stationed at the nâbhi-cakra (navel wheel). On the physical level, it 

corresponds to the saliva, which is known to have antiseptic, healing 

properties. 

         

Swami Sankarananda believed that, like soma, the sacred syllable om 

represents the Sun. This seems to be confirmed by the Aitareya-Brâhmana 

(5.32): om ity asau yosau [sûryah] tapati, ―That which glows [i.e., the Sun] is 

om. The Sun was indeed central to the Vedic spirituality, and the Vedic sages 

looked upon the Sun not merely as a star that supplies our planet with the 

necessary light and warmth but as a multidimensional entity of which the 

visible stellar body is merely its outermost material shell. 

       

The esteemed Swami‘s conjecture is worthy of deeper consideration.    

However, most spiritual authorities regard om as the vocalization of an actual 

―sound,‖ or vibration, which pervades the entire universe and is audible to 

yogins in higher states of consciousness. In the Western hermetic tradition, 

this is known as the ―music of the spheres.‖ The Indian sages also speak of it 

as the shabda-brahman or ―sonic Absolute,‖ which, in the words of the 

Chândogya-Upanishad (2.23.3), is ―all this (idam sarvam).‖ What this means 

is that om is the universe as a totality, not a conglomerate of individual parts, 

as we experience it in our ordinary state of consciousness. Thus om is the 

primordial sound that reveals itself to the inner ear of that the adept who has 

controlled the mind and the senses.  

           

Vihari-Lala Mitra, in the introduction to his translation of the Yoga-

Vâsishtha, equated the Greek word on (being) with om. While this is 

linguistically unsustain-able, philosophically the connection is valid, as om is 

the symbol of That Which Is, or Brahman. He also made the link between om 

and Amen to which the same strictures apply.  
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The Early History of the Sacred Syllable        

 

Significantly, the syllable om is not mentioned in the ancient Rig-Veda, 

which has recently been dated back to the third millennium B.C.E. and earlier 

still. However, a veiled reference to it may be present in one of the hymns 

(1.164.39), which speaks of the syllable (akshara) that exists in the supreme 

space in which all the deities reside. ―What,‖ asks the composer of this hymn, 

―can one who does not know this do with the chant?‖   He adds, ―Only those 

who know it sit together here.‖ That is, only initiates gather to delight in the 

mystery of the sacred syllable and the company of the deities.  

 

The word akshara means literally ―immutable‖ or ―imperishable.‖ This 

designation is most appropriate, since grammatically syllables are stable parts 

that make up words. In the case of the mantric om, this monosyllable came to 

represent the ultimate One, which is eternally unchanging (akshara, acala). 

The term akshara is used as a synonym for om in many scriptures, including 

the Bhagavad-Gîtâ (10.25), which has Krishna say, ―Of utterances I am the 

single syllable.‖  

 

In light of the early prominence given to om as the primordial seed 

sound, there is no good reason for assuming that the sagely composers of the 

Vedic hymns were ignorant of the sacred syllable om. Indeed, they were great 

masters of mantra-yoga, and the Vedic hymnodies are the astounding creation 

of their mantric competence. Possibly om was considered so sacred that it 

could not be mentioned outside the actual context of the Vedic sacrifices. In 

that case, it would have been passed on from teacher to student by word of 

mouth in strictest confidence. There would therefore have been no need to 

mention om in the sacred hymns. All initiates would have known it and also 

understood its sublime meaning. In any case, for countless generations, any 

recitation of the Vedic hymns has begun with the syllable om. The Atharva-

Veda (10.8.10) seems to hint at this with the following riddle:  

          

What is joined to the front and to the back and is joined all around and 

everywhere, and by which the sacrifice proceeds? That praise (ric) I 

ask of you.  

 

The syllable om is often appended to longer mantric utterances, both 

introducing and concluding them, and this practice is very old indeed.  
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As time went by, the ban on uttering the sacred syllable or even writing 

it down outside the sacrificial rituals was relaxed. Thus the sacred syllable is 

first mentioned by name in the opening hymn of the Shukla-Yajur-Veda (1.1), 

the white recension of the Vedic hymnody dealing strictly with the 

performance of the sacrifices (yajus). This could be a later addition, however. 

For the Taittirîya-Sam-hitâ (5.2.8), which is appended to the Yajur-Veda, still 

cryptically speaks of the ―divine sign (deva-lakshana) that is written threefold 

(try-alikhita)  [tray-likhita?].  

 

Some scholars have seen this as a reference to the three constituent 

parts of the syllable om, as written in Sanskrit: a + u + m. The three 

constituents of om are referred to, for instance, in the Prashna-Upanishad  

(V.5). The symbolic elaboration of this is found in the Mândûkya-Upanishad, 

as we will see later.  

       

That the sacred syllable was written down early on is clear from the 

fact that it had to be traced in sand or water during certain of the ancient 

rituals. This is also a significant piece of evidence in favor of writing at least 

in the late Vedic era, which is generally denied by historians.  

 

However, today we appreciate that ancient Indian history needs to be 

completely rewritten. The long-held belief that the Vedic people invaded 

India between 1200 and 1500 B.C.E. has been shown to be unfounded. In 

fact, all the evidence points to the identity between the Vedic people and the 

builders of the great cities along the banks of the Indus river. Since inscribed 

artifacts have been found in the Indus cities, the question of whether or not 

the Vedic people knew writing can be conclusively answered in the 

affirmative.  

 

It is true, though, that the Vedic hymnodies were in all probability 

never written down until comparatively recently. Yet, the brahmins had 

devised an ingenious system of memorization to guarantee that the Vedas 

were preserved with utmost fidelity. It appears that they have been successful 

in this, thanks to the prodigious memories of the Vedic specialists. Other 

cultures, which held their sacred tradition in a similar high regard, sought to 

preserve it by memorization rather than writing it down on impermanent 

materials that, moreover, might fall into the wrong hands. However, nowhere 

has the art of memorization reached the sophistication that it did in India.  
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Over many generations, om was not uttered outside the sacred context 

of ritual worship. It was a secret sound communicated by word of mouth from 

teacher to disciple, that is, originally from father to son. Even the early 

Upanishads (which have recently been dated back to the second millennium 

B.C.E.) often still refer to it only indirectly as the udgîtha (―up sound‖) and 

the pranava (―pronouncing‖). The former word hints at the nasalized way in 

which om is sounded out, with the sound vibrating at the psychoenergetic 

center located between and behind the eyebrows (i.e., the âjâ-cakra). The 

term pranava is derived from the prefix pra (etymologically related to the 

Latin ―pro‖) and the stem nava derived from the verbal root nu meaning to 

―call out‖ and ―to exult‖). It is used, for instance, in the Yoga-Sûtra (1.27), 

where it is called the symbol  (vâcaka) of the Lord (îshvara). Patanjali further 

states (in 1.28) that in order to realize the mystery of the Lord, the om sound 

should be recited and contemplated.  

 

Another, later term for om is târa, which is derived from the verbal root 

trî, meaning ―to cross, traverse.‖ This is a reference to the liberating function 

of the om sound, which safely transports the yogin across the ocean of 

existence (bhava-sâra) [bhava-tra?] to the ―other shore.‖ Through recitation, 

which is mindful repetition of the om sound, the yogin can transcend the mind 

itself and thus is freed from the illusion of being an insular being separate 

from everything else. The om sound is truly liberating because it expands the 

reciter beyond the physical boundary of the skin and beyond the metaphorical 

boundary of preconceptions, thus restoring the recognition of the universal 

Self as his or her true identity.  

 

In the earliest Upanishads, such as the Brihad-Âranyaka, Chândogya, 

and Taittirîya, the sacred syllable om is mentioned many times by name, both 

as om (or aum) and om-kâra (―om making,‖ meaning the letter om). However, 

udgîtha is more common. It is the Chândogya that first clearly spells out the 

equation between the words udgîtha and pranava (a term not found in the 

Brihad-Âranyaka). Perhaps these two terms came in vogue because for 

unknown reasons om had, by that time, spread beyond the sacred domain and 

begun to be used in the sense of ―Yes, I agree.‖ The first record of this usage 

is in the Brihad-Âranyaka-Upanishad (3.9.1) itself, where om is employed 

seven times in this manner. Indeed, the Chândogya-Upanishad (1.1.8) clearly 

states: ―That syllable is a syllable of assent, for whenever we assent to 

anything we say aum [= om]. Max Müller commented on this as follows:  
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If, then, om meant originally that and yes, we can understand that, like 

Amen, it may have assumed a more general meaning, something like tat 

sat, and that it may have been used as representing all that human 

language can express.  

 

The Chândogya-Upanishad (1.1.9) also has this relevant passage:  

 

By this the threefold knowledge proceeds. To honor this syllable, aum is 

recited, aum is exclaimed, aum is chanted, with its greatness and 

essence.  

 

Interestingly, in his commentary on this Upanishad, Shankara takes 

this passage to refer to the soma sacrifice, which again affirms the connection 

between om and soma mentioned above. He states that the soma ritual is 

performed to celebrate, or honor, the sacred syllable, which is the symbol of 

the Divine. This sacrifice, he further explains, maintains the Sun from which 

proceeds all life and nourishment by means of warmth and rain.  

 

The Chândogya-Upanishad (1.9.4) also quotes Atidhanvan Shaunaka, 

the  

teacher of Udara Shândilya, as saying, ―So long as your descendants will 

know this udgîtha, their life in this world will be the highest and best.‖ This 

expresses the idea that the sacred syllable is a blessing for those who utter it. 

For this reason it is worthy of being held in the highest esteem, as this and 

other scriptures emphasize.  

 

According to the concluding verses of the Brihat-Samnyâsa-Upashad, a 

text of the medieval period--12,000 recitations of om remove all sins, while 

12,000 recitations daily for a period of one year bring realization of the 

Absolute (brahman). What greater blessing can there be than this?  

 

From Om to Aum  

 

At least two millennia after the sacred syllable om was discovered by 

the  

Vedic seers (rishis), the anonymous sage who composed the brief Mândûkya-

Upanishad utilized this age-old mantra to expound the metaphysics of 

Advaita Vedânta. Thus he explained the three constituent parts (mâtrâ) of the 

syllable namely --a + u + m as symbolizing past, present, and future, as well 

as waking, dreaming, and deep sleep. He also spoke of a fourth part that 
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transcends the other three and concluded his esoteric observations with the 

statement that om is the Self (âtman), saying, ―He who knows this enters the 

Self with the self--indeed, he who knows this!  

 

The importance of the Mândûkya-Upanishad can be gauged from the 

fact that the venerable sage Gaudapâda wrote his celebrated commentary 

entitled MândûkyaKârikâ on it, which was subsequently commented on at 

length by Shankara, the great preceptor of the school of nondualism (advaita). 

Gaudapâda was the teacher of Govindapâda, Shankara‘s guru.  

       

Another scripture, given exclusively to explaining the sacred syllable 

om is the Atharva-Shikhâ-Upanishad. This scripture begins with the question: 

What should one meditate on? The answer is: the syllable om, which 

symbolizes the supreme Absolute (brahman). The text speaks of four 

constituent parts of this mantra, each having its own symbolic correlations as 

follows:  

 

1. the sound a  -earth ric (hymn of praise) Rig-Veda Brahman  Vasus (a 

class of eight deities)  gâyatrî meter -gârhapatya fire red -dedicated 

to Brahman;   

 

2. the sound u atmosphere -yajus (sacrificial formula) -Yajur-Veda  --

Vishnu  Rudras (deities governing the region between earth and 

heaven)  trishtubh -meter  dakshina fire -bright -dedicated to Rudra;  

 

3. the sound m  -heaven -sâman (sacred chants)  Sâma-Veda -Vishnu           

Âdityas (deities connected with the Goddess Aditi, symbolizing  pri  

     mordial infinity) -jagatî meter -âhavanîya fire -black -dedicated   

   to Vishnu; 

 

4. ―half-part‖ (ardha-mâtra) Atharvan songs -Atharva-Veda fire of  

universal destruction -Maruts (deities of the mid-region who are   

     especially associated with the wind) -Virât -lightning-like and multi- 

   colored -dedicated to Purusha.  

 

The most important part is the nasalized ―half-part‖ sound m, which 

brings its own illumination and causes the life force (prâna) in the body to 

rush upward into the head. This Upanishad further states that the om sound is 

called om-kâra because it sends the currents of the life force upward 

(ûrdhvam utkrâmayati) and that it is called pranava because it makes all the 
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life currents bow down (pranâmayati) before it. The text concludes by stating 

that the om sound is Shiva.   

 

Interestingly, in Tantra-Yoga, the serpent power (kundalinî-shakti) 

resting in the psychoenergetic center at the base of the spine is said to be 

coiled up three and a half times. Very likely, this captures the same idea as in 

the notion of the three and a half units of the om sound. The Tantras would 

presumably modify the Upanishad‟s final claim to replace Shiva with Shakti, 

which in the form of the kundalinî rises upward and while doing so 

assimilates the life currents. In fact, the ascent of the serpent power is 

accompanied by manifestations of ever more subtle sound.  

        

According to the Amrita-Bindu-Upanishad (4), only the silent part of 

the sound m leads to the soundless, invisible Abode, the ultimate Reality.   

This scripture explains breath control (prânâyâma), a very important aspect of 

yogic discipline, as the recitation of the gâyatrî-mantra: tat savitur varenyam 

bhargo devasya dhîmahi dhiyo yo nah pracodayât). This mantra is to be 

recited together with the pranava and the vyâhritis (―formulaic utterances,‖ 

notably the words bhûh bhuvah svah, standing for ―earth,‖ ―mid-region,‖ and 

―heaven‖ respectively). This sacred mantra should be recited three times in a 

single breath.  

 

The Amrita-Nâda-Upanishad (2ff.) recommends that one should mount 

the chariot of the om sound, make Vishnu one‘s charioteer, and steer steadily 

toward the ultimate Reality. As one approaches the supreme Self, one should 

abandon the chariot and enter the splendor of the Self by means of the 

unsounded letter m. This is the silent, subtle part of om. This Upanishad 

prescribes breath control, especially retention of the breath, as a means of 

controlling the senses and focusing the mind upon the inner world. It defines 

Yoga as the state of restraint over a period of twelve units or measures 

(mâtrâ), that is, twelve recitations of om. It promises the dawning of wisdom 

within three months of diligent and continuous practice, an inner vision of the 

deities within four months, and final liberation within a mere six months. Of 

course, one must be able to sustain unwavering concentration for that span of 

time in order to succeed. For most people, this is an impossibility. For, as one 

Vedic seerbard (rishi) complained in the Rig-Veda (10.33.2), ―My mind 

flutters here and there like a bird.‖  

 

According to the Dhyâna-Bindu-Upanishad (15), the pranava is the 

bow, oneself is the arrow, and the Absolute is the target. This metaphor is first 
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found in the Mundaka-Upanishad (2.2.3-4). It also calls the pranava 

imperishable and states that its ―fine end‖ cannot be expressed. Another 

favorite metaphor, also recapitulated in the Dhyâna-Bindu-Upanishad (22), is 

that of oneself as the lower churning stick (arani) and the om sound as the 

upper churning stick. By practicing it, one can restrain one‘s breath and 

dissolve the subtle sound (nâda).  

       

Through constant cultivation of the subtle inner sound, declares the 

Nâda-Bindu-Upanishad (49), the karmic imprints (vâsanâ) left by our past 

volitional activity are eradicated. This leads to the merging of mind and life 

force. When the mind and the life force are motionless, the person abides as 

the subtle sound known as brahma-târa-antara-nâda, which can be translated 

as the ―innermost sound that is the brahmic liberator (târa).‖  

 

A fascinating account of the sacred syllable is given in the Nârada-

Pari-vrâ-jaka-Upanishad (8.1ff.), a medieval scripture. Here om is said to be 

threefold: the destructive om, the creative om, and the internal-and-external 

om (comprising the two former types). Another threefold division is: the 

brahmic om, the internal om, and the practical om. Then the text mentions two 

more sets: the external om, the om of the seers (rishi), and the virât om 

(consisting of the former two), as well as the destructive om, the Brahma om, 

and the om of the half-measure  (ardha-mâtrâ).        

 

This Upanishad goes on to explain these various forms of om as 

follows: The internal om is the single syllable om, which has eight parts--a, u, 

m, ardha-mtr, nda, bindu, kal, and shakti. The phoneme a is said to 

consist of 10,000 parts, the phoneme u of 1,000 parts, the phoneme m of 100 

parts, and the ardha-mtr of an infinite number of parts. The creative om is 

described as having qualities and the destructive om as having none. The virt 

om is said to consist of sixteen units (morae). In addition to the above-

mentioned eight parts (which are explained below), the sacred syllable also 

has kal-atta, shnti, shnti-atta (written shntyatta), unmani, mana-

unman (written manomanî), pur, madhyamâ, pashyantî, and parâ. This text 

also refers to 64 and 128 parts of the sacred syllable, but it makes the point 

that ultimately its designated object the -Absolute -is singular.  
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The Sacred Syllable Om in the Tantras        

 

The above Upanishadic ideas lead to the speculations about om in the 

Tantric literature where concepts like nâda, bindu, kalâ, shakti, etc.   abound. 

The Shâradâ-Tilaka-Tantra (1.108) describes the cosmogonic process in 

terms of the production of sound as follows: From the supreme Shakti -pure 

Consciousness combined with the factor of lucidity (sattva) -comes the most 

subtle sound (dhvani), which is marked by a preeminence of the factors of 

lucidity and dynamism (rajas). Out of the dhvani develops the subtle sound 

(nâda), characterized by a mixture of the factors of lucidity, dynamism, and 

inertia (tamas). This subtle sound, in turn, gives rise to the energy of 

restriction (nirodhikâ), which has an excess of the factor of inertia. This ontic 

principle emanates the ―half-moon‖ (ardha-indu written ardhendu), which at 

this lower level again shows a predominance of the factor of lucidity. Out of it 

comes the vibratory source point (bindu), the immediate source of all letters 

and words. These form mantras, which are thus manifestations or vehicles of 

Shakti.  

       

This scripture (1.8) further explains that the bindu is itself composed of 

three parts, viz. nâda, bindu, and bîja (seed). The first part has a 

predominance of Consciousness (i.e., Shiva), the second a preponderance of 

Energy (i.e., Shakti), and the third an equal presence of Consciousness and 

Energy. Such esoteric accounts of the evolution of sound remain relatively 

unintelligible outside of Tantric practice; however, they become increasingly 

meaningful as the practitioner makes progress on the path of mantra-vidyâ or 

―mantric science.‖  

       

The primordial sound is uncaused. In the language of Kashmiri 

Tantrism, it is pure vibration (spanda). According to the Kirana-Tantra 

(copied in 924 C.E.), om resides in the throat of Shiva and is the Divine itself. 

This scripture also describes it as the root of all mantras, stating that upon 

articulation it becomes vâc (speech), corresponding to the Greek concept of 

logos.  

 

As we get higher up the ladder of ontic unfoldment, we encounter ever 

more subtle energies. Thus the mâtrikâs are the subtle alphabetic counterpart 

to their corresponding audible sounds; the bindu is subtler than the mâtrikâs, 

and the nâda is still more subtle. As the Yoga-Shikhâ-Upanishad (2.21) states, 

―There is no mantra higher than the nâda. In old graphic representations of 

the om-kâra, the nâda symbol is drawn or painted as an inverted crescent 
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above the bindu, which suggests that the nâda is prior to the bindu. Later the 

crescent placed below the bindu emphasized that the nâda contains the bindu. 

Both graphic representations make the same point, however.  

 

The nda itself has various levels of subtle manifestation. According to 

the Hamsa-Upanishad (16) it manifests in ten different ways. First there is the 

sound cini, then cini-cini. The third sounds like a bell, the fourth like the blast 

of a conch, whereas the fifth has the quality of a harp sound. The sixth 

through the ninth respectively resemble the sounds of cymbals, flute, kettle 

drum, and tabor. Only the tenth type, which is like a thunder clap, should be 

cultivated. Various physiological symptoms are said to accompany these 

sounds. Thus when the fourth sound is heard (in the right ear), one‘s head 

begins to shake, while the fifth sound causes the subtle center at the root of 

the palate to stream with the lunar ambrosia, and so on. The final sound alone 

is accompanied by identification with the supreme Absolute (para-brahman).  

 

Some Tantras differentiate between mahâ-nâda (also called nâda-anta) 

and nirodhinî, which is transmuted into bindu. This is also called tri-bindu 

because it is subdivided into nâda, bindu, and bîja. In this case, the nâda is 

correlated with shiva, the bindu with shakti, and the bîja with both Shiva and 

Shakti. The ultimate Reality itself can be viewed as a point origin, and as such 

is sometimes referred to as para-bindu or transcendental germinal point.  

 

Om is the ultimate bîja-mantra. The idea of om being the root of other 

mantras may actually have given rise to whole idea of bîja-mantras, which 

are root sounds associated with particular deities. They are special high-

potency sounds or vibrations giving direct access to the spiritual realities for 

which they stand. The Mantra-Yoga-Samhitâ (71) calls om the ―best of all 

mantras,‖ adding that all other mantras receive their power from it. Thus om 

is prefixed or suffixed to numerous mantras:  

         

Om namah shivâya. “Om. Obeisance to Shiva.‖  

          Om namo bhagavate. “Om. Obeisance to the Lord [Krishna or 

Vishnu].‖  

Om namo ganeshâya. “Om. Obeisance to [the elephant-headed] 

Ganesha.‖  

          Om namo nârâyanâya. “Om. Obeisance to Nârâyana [Vishnu].‖  

          Om shânte prashânte sarva-krodha-upashamani svâhâ. “Om. At peace!  

Pacifying! All anger be subdued! Hail! (Note pronunciation: sarva  

krodhopashamani) 
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          Om sac-cid-ekam brahma. Om. The singular Being-Consciousness, the  

          Absolute.  

   

The Mahânirvâna-Tantra (3.13) calls the last-mentioned brahma-

mantra the most excellent of all mantras, which promptly bestows not only 

liberation but also virtue, wealth, and pleasure.  

 

The para-bindu mentioned above is said to have a masculine and a 

feminine side, which are respectively called ham and sa, thus yielding the 

sound or word hamsa, meaning swan, but signifying the sound of the breath 

and indeed the breath itself as it enters and leaves the body. This natural 

motion of breathing, which is calculated to occur 21,600 times every day, is 

called spontaneous recitation (sahaja-japa) or unrecited recitation  (ajapa-

japa).  

 

The hamsa also stands for the psyche (jîva), which lives through the 

breath. This spontaneous mantra is understood as so‟ham or ―I am he,‖ that 

is, ―I am Shiva, the ultimate Reality.‖ But ignorance prevents us from 

realizing this; hence the need for spiritual practice. The Yoga-Bîja (156), a 

comparatively late Hatha-Yoga text, states that when the prâna enters the 

central channel, the natural mantra reverses itself from hamsa to so‟ham. 

Experientially, however, this is not different from the primordial om, the root 

mantra that reverberates through the entire cosmos.  

 

The Mantra-Yoga-Samhitâ (73) has this stanza:  

          When people hear the pranava they hear the Absolute itself.  

          When they utter the pranava they go to the abode of the 

Absolute.  

          He who perceives the pranava sees the state of the Absolute.  

He who always has the pranava in his mind has the form of the 

Absolute.  

          

Conclusion  

 

This brief discourse on the history and nature of the sacred syllable om 

is meant to give the reader a better appreciation of the metaphysical 

complexities surrounding this age-old mantra and of some of the profound 

spiritual practices associated with it. It would be possible to write several 

volumes on this subject, just as it would be possible to provide an overview of 

India‘s spiritual traditions based solely on the theory and practice of the om 



Georg Feuerstein 

 197 

sound. What has been presented here is but a minute fraction of the teachings 

about om developed over a span of five millennia.  

 

The Yoga tradition is very rich and immensely sophisticated; yet its 

various schools and their respective paths are at core very simple, and in their 

simplicity they have many features in common. Above all, they lead to the 

same goal, which is the transcendence of the ego-personality, however this 

may be conceived and expressed in words. As the Rig-Veda (1.164.46) 

declared five millennia or more ago, ―There is a single Truth but the wise call 

it by different names.‖  

            

AUM TAT SAT  
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      Notes  

(1) M. Müller, Three Lectures on the Vedânta Philosophy (London: 

Longmans, Green, and Co., 1894), p. 116.  

       

(2) Ibid.  

 

(3) See Swami Sankarananda, The Rigvedic Culture of the Pre-Historic 

Indus,  (Calcutta: Ramakrishna Vedanta Math, 1942), p. 75.  

       

(4) See V.-L. Mitra, The Yoga-Vasishtha-Maharamayana (Calcutta: 

Bonnerjee and Co., 1891), vol. 1., p. 39. Apparently, Mitra got this idea 

from Ram Mohan Roy, the founder of Brahma Samaj.  

 

         (5) Ibid., p. 46. In linking om with Amen, Mitra took his cue from the  

         great Sanskrit scholar Rajendra Lala Mitra.  

       

(6) See, e.g., G. Feuerstein, S. Kak, and D. Frawley, In Search of the  

         Cradle of Civilization: New Light on Ancient India (Wheaton, IL: Quest  

         Books, 1996).  

          

(7) M. Müller, op. cit., p. 116.  
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