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The sacred syllable Om in Sanskrit,
3ﬁ1{ 30, (Romanized: Om) is a mantra and an

invocation and prime symbol of Sanatana
Dharma. The verse asserts that this syllable
word Om is used often and for diverse
purposes, to remind and celebrate that
Brahman. It lists the diverse uses of Om in
ancient India, at invocations, at Agnidhra (one
of the sixteen priests in Yajiia, who recites
Samaveda), in songs of the Samans, in prayers,
in Sastras, during Yajfias (sacrifices), during
rituals, during meditation, and during
recitation of the Vedas.

Taittiriya Aranyaka

It is variously said to be the essence of
the supreme Absolute, Consciousness, Atman,
Brahman, or the cosmic world. Om is the
bijaksara of the embodiment of Parabrahman
as described in the Taittiriva Aranyaka.
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The meaning of the verse is — “The unique
word Om is of Parabrahman form, Agni is
main Devata, Brahma is related to Rsi,
Gayatri is related to Chandas, Pramatva is all-
pervasive and the terminal point of Moksha
(liberation)’.

Upanisads

The Aitareya Brahmarna of the Rgveda,
in section 5-32, suggests that the three
phonetic components of Om (a + u + m)
correspond to the three stages of cosmic
creation, and when it is read or said, it
celebrates the creative powers of the universe.

Om emerged in the Vedic corpus and is
said to be an encapsulated form of Samavedic
chants. The syllable Om is used to indicate
compliance. The contemplation of Om is
revealed and described in the Taittiriya
Upanisad as Prapavopasanam:
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Omiti brahma

omityetadanukrtirha

Omitidagum sarvam |

sma va apyo

Sravayetyasravayanti \ omiti samani gayanti |
om Somiti Sastrani Samsanti \ omityadhvaryuh
pratigaram pratigrnati \ omiti brahma prasauti
| omityagnihotramanujanati\ omiti brahmanah

pravaksyannaha brahmopapnavaniti |

brahmaivopapnoti — Taittiriya Upanisad — 1-
8.

The meaning of the above verses is — when
they are told: ‘Om, recite’, they recite.
Uttering Om, they sing the Sama chants. With
‘Om, Som,’ they recite the prayers. Uttering
Om, the adhvaryu priest (the main priest for
Yajfia) gives the response. Uttering Om, the
Brahma gives assent. Uttering Om, gives
permission to offer oblations in the Agnihotra
sacrifice. When a Vedic teacher wishes to
obtain Brahman he utters Om; thus desiring
Brahman, he verily obtains Brahman. The idea
is that Om is everything as Brahman is
everything — Om iti idam sarvam as the mantra
says; Om is Brahman itself — Om iti brahma as
the mantra puts it Om is Parabrahman
(Brahman without attributes — nirgurza) and
Apara Brahman (Brahman with attributes —
saguna).

Etymology

The grammatical root word (dhatu) for
OM is: ava + man, om + karam - pranavah
avati raksanadikam karoti — meaning the
mantra that protects; the syllable Om is also
referred to as Omkara (Omkara) and
Prapavam among many other names. The
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naisadham (2-69) it is described as
Syesfyd . 5

(abhilasimpamga  nomkara  macarimcu);
Omkara means Pranavamu, Amgikaramu,
Arambhamu, Brahma, Om anunaksaramu;
Omkar means Mila daivam, Adi daivam;
Omkarésvara means Lord Siva, Mukkamti,

Maheshwara.

Importance of OM

OM is a sacred mantra and also a
spiritual incantation made before and during
the recitation of spiritual texts, during puja and
private prayers, in ceremonies of rites of
passage (samskara) such as Upanayanam,
weddings, and during meditative and spiritual
activities such as Prapava yoga. It is part of
the iconography found in ancient and medieval
era manuscripts, temples, monasteries, and
spiritual retreats in Hinduism, Buddhism,
Jainism, and Sikhism. As a syllable, it is often
chanted either independently or before a
spiritual recitation and during meditation in
Hinduism, Buddhism, and Jainism.

Derivation of OM

Om represents the Sanskrit letters 31

(a) 3 (u) and | (M) — 3THR IHR THR A

(akara wukara makara iti — Narayana
Upanishad 44 — 51). More and more people

are spelling Om incorrectly as AUM, which is
incorrect. Sﬂ":[ (Om) has three letters as per

the rules of the Sanskrit grammar. The rules
say that Om is simply 3t (O) H (M). The

Sanskrit language has an unusual feature
called sandhi (connection) that can cause
adjacent letters to merge or combine into a
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new letter. For example, when the letter 31 (a)

is followed by 3 (u), they combine to form an

(0), like when Katha of a scripture, is followed
by the word the name Upanishad, they
combine to form the word, Katha Upanisad.
All this is due to the grammatical rules of
sandhi that determine how adjacent letters

combine. According to those rules, the letter 31
(a) followed by 3 (u) must combine to form
3 (0), they can never remain side by side. For

this reason, to say that Sﬁ“{ (om) has three

letters, a u m is incorrect. It is interesting to
consider how this division of 3WH (om) into

three letters came about in the first place. An
important Vedantic scripture, the Mandukya
Upanisad, uses om in a symbolic way to
describe the three states of experience, (1)

waking (El'l'*'ﬂ%f), (2) dream (X)), and (3)

deep sleep (ﬁgﬁ). It does this by

grammatically deconstructing o into a and u,
then it symbolically assigns a to the waking
state, u to the dream state, and m to the state
of deep sleep. When om is chanted again and
again, its repetition represents the daily cycle
of waking, dream, and deep sleep. Between
each two repetitions of om, there is a brief gap
of silence in between them. According to the
Mandukya Upanisad, that gap of silence
represents pure consciousness. So, just as om
emerges from silence and then fades back into
silence, so too, the waking, dream, and sleep
states arise from pure consciousness and
resolve back into that consciousness. This
grammatical deconstruction of the letter o into
a and u was done for the sake of symbolism,
not for the sake of spelling or pronunciation.
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Because the Mandukya Upanisad is so widely
studies, many people know that a, u, and m
represent the three states of experience.
Without knowing the Sanskrit grammar, some
people might incorrectly conclude that those
three letters actually spell om. It is simply
pronounced as OM. There are some hidden
details. Sanskrit vowels are generally short or
long. The letters a and | are short; they are
considered to be one unit in duration
(matrakalam). The letters aa and ii are long, as
are e and o. All these letters are two units in
duration. But the letter o of om is prolated,
which means it is extra-long, it is three units in
duration. So, om is properly pronounced with
an extra-long o, in om. This prolated o is
sometimes indicated in writing. As depicted in
the figure 1, the om at the top is the Sanskrit
symbol that is used most frequently. The
second om is formed from the individual
letters 0 and m. The third om is written in the
Tibetan script and is used in the well-known
mantra, Om mazni padme hum. The fourth om
includes the numeral three in between o and
m, to indicate that o is three units long. The
last om is written in Telugu, a highly revered
language of Southern India. So, one can write
om in any of these ways, but never as A U M.
Having described about the OM
svarupa to be shown in writing, it can be noted
how the mystic syllable om is analytically
presented in the Upanisads which teach
Ganesa vidya and Savity vidya on one hand
and in the other like Taittiriya Upanisad which
postulates and describes Bhygu vidya. Vidyas
are the tools and wisdom ridden knowledge.
The repetition of Om Santi Ssanti Ssantih’
thrice is to remove the three kinds of obstacles,
viz. Adhyatmika (from the self), Adhidaivika
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(from the heavens) and Adhibhautika (from
living beings).
Haris OM

- OM Tat Sat -
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Figure 1: Representation of ‘OM’ in few Languages and Scripts
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