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PRANAVA ,THE  AUM 

An essay compiled by Vineeta Rajput 
B.Com., B.Ed., M.A(Eng), M.A(Public Administration) 

 

1.Introduction   

Of all the syllables, the most powerful and the most significant one 

is the single syllable called the Pranava, the 'AUM', or Omkara, 

pronounced as 'Om'. Omkara is the holiest Vedic sound in the 

Hindu tradition, explaining various religious and spiritual ideas. 

The syllable has sound, meaning, application and efficiency. It is 

the apt symbol of the Supreme. (Fig. 1) 

The formless lord Siva assumes the form to dance and becomes 

Lord Nataraja. Lord Nataraja holds in his upper right hand a small 

drum (damaru), which is shaped like the hour-glass, denoting the 

connection between sound and eternal time. (Fig. 2) He beats the 

drum when the primordial sound, Pranava (Aum), is produced. This 

sound fills the universe and modifies the matter and space. The 

evolution of the subtle as well as the gross universe, with all its 

entities, takes place. Further, all that is past, present and future and 

any thing beyond them is, verily, the manifestation of Pranava as 

Time, as stated in Mandukya Upanishad...  

To every mantra, Aum, the Pranava, is added. And without Aum, 

no sacred chant has its power. By the addition of the Pranava to any 

mantra, a life-giving breath flows through it.  

2.Basis of all syllables  

When we chant the mantra Aum, the process covers the full range 

of the vocal elements (from larynx to lips) that produce the sound of 

any language. Aum represents the whole phenomena of producing 

sound. Also, it is the essence of the entire range of the sound 
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phenomena. It is the matrix of all the various sounds. Thus it 

pervades all words (sabda brahmatmitka). Hence it is recognized as 

the seed centre of all sounds. It is without cause and effect, without 

inside or outside, and without decay. This is explained in 

Chandogya Upanishad as, “As by the fibers of the leaves are 

pervaded, so by the Aum is pervaded all speech.” [1] 

3.Significance : 

Four constituents of Aum  

 The Pranava (AUM) is a combination of four parts, namely- 

1. A (Akara), 

2. U (Ukara),  

3. M (Makara) and  

4.Bindu and Nada.  

3.1 These parts are symbolic of – 

1. Creation, 

2. Preservation,  

3. Dissolution and  

4. Deliverance,  

 -which form the eternal life-death rhythm that goes on in an 

endless cycle. Thus, Pranava is the sound manifestation of God.  

3.2 Four states of Aum  

The four parts of Aum correspond to four states of consciousness:  

1. The sound 'a' is the symbol of the waking state (Jagrath Avastha)  

2. The sound 'u' is the symbol of the dream state (Svapna Avastha).  
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3. The sound 'm' is the symbol of the deep-sleep state (Sushupti 

Avastha).  

4. The closing sound of the syllable, followed by silence, is the 

symbol of the transcendental state (Turiya).  

Four stages of Aum  

The Four stages of the syllable Aum are the complete representation 

of the four stages of sound and their counterparts.  

1. The physical (Sthula) part is connected to Vaikhari sabda.  

2. The subtle (Sukshma) part is connected to Madhyama sabda.  

3. The causal (Karana) part is connected to Pasyanthi sabda  

4. The transcendental part is connected to Para sabda  

3.3 Four states of consciousness  

The four stages of sound and their counterparts are manifested in 

the four states of consciousness:  

1. The physical body operates in the state of wakefulness. It is in 

this realm of consciousness and through this body that Vaikhari-vak 

is manifested.  

2. The subtle body operates in the dream state. It is in this realm of 

consciousness and through this body that the Madhyama-vak is 

manifested.  

3. The causal body operates in the state of deep sleep state. It is in 

this realm of consciousness and through this body that the 

Pashyanti-vak is manifested.  

4. The Para-vak is manifested through the fourth state of 

consciousness, namely, the transcendental (turiya) state.  

3.4 Four vyahrities  
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The three letters of AUM (Pranava) are the summaries of the three 

vyahrities, namely, Bhuh, Bhuvah and Svah as established in the 

scriptures. The fourth constituent, Bindu and Nada together, the 

resonant sound following the recitation of Pranava, correspond to 

Para-vak (Turiya).  

4. The Gayatri mantra and Aum  

The Gayatri mantra incorporates in it all the ideas of the Aum 

symbolism.  

The Gayatri mantra is a prayer to the Supreme Divine Reality for 

enlightenment. The origin of the mantra and its manifestation as 

Omkara are elaborated in Chandogya[2] and Brihadaranyaka[3] 

Upanishads.  

Aum is always prefixed to Gayatri mantra along with the seven 

vyahrities.  

While Pranava is being chanted while reciting the Gayatri mantra, 

the seven vyahrities are installed in the seven lotuses (or chakras) 

of the seeker, commencing in the muladhara chakra and 

culminating in the Ajna chakra.  

 

Bhuh is installed in muladhara chakra 

Bhuvah is installed in svadhishthana chakra 

Svah is installed in manipura chakra 

Mahah is installed in anahata chakra 

Janah is installed in visudha chakra 

Tapah is installed in ajna chakra 

Satyam is installed in shasrara chakra.  
Then, Sushumna Nadi is cleared for the passage of Kundalini Sakti 

from the muladhara chakra to the sahasrara chakra. When the 

fusion takes place, nectar flow (sudha dhara) occurs and 

inexplicable bliss is experienced. The universe within the seeker is 
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illumined with brilliance and radiance of the Supreme Divine 

Reality[4].  

5.Glory of Aum - Scriptural reference  

Pranava has been extolled highly in the Vedas, Upanishads, 

Bhagavad-Gita and other scriptures. Innumerable numbers of 

references are found in Indian literature and culture about the 

sublimity of Pranava. A few of them are cited here to signify the 

glory of the Pranava.  

5.1. Rig-Veda[5] narrates a legend that “Seers and gods, by the 

power of the Vedic chants, got the Sun out of darkness and the Sun 

of Divine Truth, the divine syllable Aum.”  

5.2. Rig-Veda [6] describes Aum as the 'bull of chants'.  

5.3. Rig-Veda[7] informs that the central Vedic chant in Gayatri 

mantra to the Sun God as Savitru comes from three Vedic verses. 

During chanting, the three worlds (lokas), namely, Bhuh, Bhuvah 

and Svah are formed with Aum as the basis.  

5.4. Maha Naraayanam of Taittiriya Upanishad[8] reveals that one 

syllable Aum is Brahman.  

5.5. Seekshaavalli of Taittiriya Upanishad[9] points out that Aum 

is the most sacred mantra for the aspirant to illuminate all his 

faculties including his own intellect. Aum syllable is Brahman. The 

whole world is the physical form of Aum and its sound permeates 

every thing.  

5.6. In Prasna Upanishad,[10] conversation between Satyakama 

and his teacher Pippalada explains the glory of the worship of the 

Pranava. According to it, Aum is recommended for the meditation 

and the worship of the supreme Reality, in Saguna Brahman form 

with its attributes, and Nirguna Brahman form without attributes.  

5.7. Katha Upanishad[11] declares that Aum is Parabrahman. 

Yama reveals to the aspirant, Nachiketa, “Aum is verily Brahman. 
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This word is the highest. He who knows this word obtains, verily, 

whatever he desires.”  

5.8. Narayanopanishad[12] of Atharva Veda says, “The syllable 

Aum is directly the Supreme Lord, full of bliss. Composed of three 

sounds, a, u, and m, the Pranava becomes Aum. The yogi who 

utters the Pranava becomes free from the bondage of repeated 

material birth.”  

5.9. Chandogya Upanishad[13] elaborates the glory and 

significance of the Pranava in the first chapter (from 1 to 13 

khandas), commencing, “The syllable Aum itself is Udgitha and is 

to be meditated upon….”  

5.10. Yoga Sutras of Patanjali[14] declare that manifesting word of 

God is Aum. “His manifesting word is Aum.”  

5.11. In Bhagavad-Gita[15] Lord Krishna says, “One who thinks of 

me at the time of ultimate transit, by repeating the word Aum, 

attains the highest state of samadhi, because it is the supreme 

combination of letters.”  

5.12 Lingapurana describes that Lord Siva is stationed in letters 

the AUM and UMA.  

5.13 In Skanda Purana, it is narrated that sage Vamadeva seeks the 

boon from Lord Skanda and learns the great secret of the Pranava.  

5.14. In his devotional composition, Adi Sankara begins his famous 

Navaratnamalika Stotra in praise of the Divine Mother as 

“Omkara panjara sukim” that the Divine Mother is captivated as a 

parrot in the cage of Omkara.  

5.15. The central theme of Mandukya Upanishad is the syllable 

Aum through which the mystery of Brahman is gathered to a point. 

The shortest of the Upanishads, having only twelve verses, 

Mandukya Upanishad glorifies the syllable Aum and gives a 

message that Aum is everything, including time.  
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5.16.Gaudapada[16], the glosser of Mandukya Upanishad, says, 

“AUM is verily the beginning, the middle and the end of all. By 

knowing AUM as such, one attains immediately that Supreme 

Reality.”  

6. Nadopasana  

Among the Vedas, the Sama Veda is essentially music oriented, the 

essence of which is the Pranava. Omkara is Udgitha itself[17] and it 

is to be meditated upon.  

Pranava or Omkara is conceived as Nada Brahman, as the self-

luminous Brahman manifests itself in the Nada. Merging of the 

mind in Nada Brahman, while music is sung with devotion and 

understanding, is called Nadopasana.  

Nadopasana is an integral part of the Indian culture, which can 

boast of many nadopasakas through the ages. Sages Tumbura and 

Narada and others have reached pinnacles of Nadopasana. Also, 

the famous music trinity of south India has sung, in depth, the 

significance of Nadopasana in Self Realization. Saint-singer 

Thyagaraja Swamy incorporates the principle and practice of 

Nadopasana in many of his Kritis (works). Similarly, Muthuswami 

Dikshitar attributes divinities and manifestations to the Pranava.  

7. Process of meditation  

7.1 Mandukya Upanishad  

The Mandukya Upanishad guides the seeker to evolve by the 

practice of meditation on AUM, as follows. “The disciple in his 

meditation-seat must continuously keep on chanting AUM in his 

mind. While chanting, he must observe the sounds of the syllables 

rising, falling and dying away. As the sounds rise up, he should 

superimpose the waking-state-ego, the dreamer and the sleeper and 

ultimately folding up the waking state into the dream, and the 

dream into deep-sleep-state merging 'A' into 'U' and 'U' into 'M' - he 
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must take his identification to the ensuing silence between two 

successive AUMs.  

'One should 'Soak the mind with the roar of AUM; Identify the 

mind with the sound of AUM; He who is always unified with AUM 

shall no know fear whatsoever.' [18]  

The three letters A, U and M correspond to the three states, Jagrat, 

Svapna and Sushupti. Also, these three letters represent the Visva, 

Taijasa and Praajna personalities in us at the microcosmic 

(vyashti) level. Further, they represent Virat, Hiranyagarbha and 

Eswara at the macrocosmic (samashti) level. These personalities 

are nothing but the superimpositions on the fourth state, namely, 

Turiya which is Eternal, Immortal and absolute Knowledge, nothing 

but “Bliss”. Thus, Omkara is a symbol of Atman[19]. The seeker 

has to find in the various letters of AUM, the three personalities and 

to realize the soundless part of AUM as the goal, which is pure 

Atman in us. (Fig. 3) 

7.2 Svetasvatara Upanishad   

The Svetasvatara Upanishad[20] suggests that the body should be 

considered as lower 'arani' and the Pranava as the upper 'arani'. 

The churning of the two should be nothing but contemplation on the 

meaning of AUM. Just as the hidden fire in the aranis comes out of 

wood, Self Realization occurs.  

7.3 Benefits  

Mandukya Upanishad informs that meditation upon AUM promises 

the following benefits.  

1. The meditator attains a well-developed waking personality 

(Visva).  

2. The meditator attains a well-developed mind and intellect 

(Taijasa).  

3. Then he attains Praajna.  

4. Ultimately, he attains Turiya.  
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He who thus understands the Truth signified by Aum, is the real 

sage of Wisdom and of God Realization.  

8. Closer to science  

8.1 Sound of Universe  

It is a scientific fact that matter and energy are inter-

convertible[21]. All material things in existence are, at the level of 

atoms and molecules, made up essentially of vibrating and pulsating 

energy. This fundamental energy is manifested in our hearing 

awareness as a continuous humming sound within and around every 

thing. This is the sound of the Origin of Universe. It is called 

Anahata Nada or unstruck sound. The audible sound that most 

resembles this sound is the sound of the syllable AUM.  

Scientific investigations in the recent past are reported to have 

revealed very amazing and interesting facts about the sound of the 

universe that are very close to the spiritual findings. As per one of 

the leading Indian newspapers (The Hindu, dated September 11th, 

2003):  

“The Institute of Astronomy, Cambridge, picked up sound waves, 

for the first time, from a cluster of galaxies 250 million light years 

away, and that the voice of the black hole is a B flat.”  

8.2  Panchikarana and AUM  

Adi Sankara's interpretation of Panchikarana[22] brings science 

and spirituality closer.  

According to Sankara, Brahman transforms itself into five 

rudimentary elements, namely, earth, water, fire, air and ether 

(space). They admixture in different proportions and create the 

phenomenal world. Owing to Illusion (or Maya) the following 

sequential formation takes place.  

Ether, linked to and of the nature of sound, is formed. 

From ether, air of the nature of sound and touch, is formed. 
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From air, fire of the nature of sound, touch and form, is formed. 

From fire, water of the nature of sound, touch, form and taste, is 

formed. 

From water, earth of the nature of sound, touch, form, taste and 

smell, is formed.  

In the gross world, none of these subtle elements exist by itself. 

Each of them quintuplicate’s, retaining half its own nature and one-

eighth of each of the others'. Thus, each faculty of human being is 

linked to a particular element and to a power. This power is tapped 

by meditation on the AUM syllable, which allows for personal 

transformation. This transformation takes place by resolving of the 

waking state into the dream state, then from the dream state into the 

deep sleep state and, finally, from the deep sleep state into the 

Supreme. This contribution of Panchikarana to the power of 

Pranava lies in the relationship it can establish between the gross 

and the sublime, through linking each aspect with the relevant 

macrocosmic force.  

More details about Panchikarana can be found in 

'Paingalopanishad', one of the 108 Upanishads. 

9.Relation of Aum to the Breath 

The meaning of the syllable Aum, The one which is explained here 

is based upon the form of breath.  The profound meaning of AUM 

is related to our breath, to the way that breath enters the human 

body. 

AUM is also the root of all mantras. which is why all mantras 

traditionally start with AUM.  Tasya vachaka pranavah (patanjali 

1,27),the syllable AUM (Omkara, meaning the form of AUM) is 

called pranava vachka which means that it is the symbol of man’s 

respiratory system.  The air which enters and leaves the nostrils 

traces an AUM (see figure 4) 
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Fig.4 

Breath simply consists in inhaling oxygen.  Life force and oxygen 

together make up prana shakti.  We have numerous prana shaktis 

within ourselves.  When the breath enters our nostrils, taking the 

form of AUM as  has been outlined, it gives birth to fifty types of 

sounds.  IN a flute, the air comes in at one end and passes through 

six holes, thus creating a multitude of tunes and melodies.  IN the 

same way, breath creates forty-nine sounds (fifty with AUM) which 

constitute the alphabet. [23] 

10.Conclusion  

Sir John Woodroffe's[24] observation in the context of the Pranava 

or Aum is worth noting:  

“The ancient Hindus had an aptitude to be appreciated in these 

often verbose days of saying a great deal in a few words.  

“The mantra 'Aum' 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.”  
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Swami Vivekananda[25] affirms, “So with the words for God in 

every other language; their signification is very small. This word 

Aum, however, has around it all the various significances. As such, 

it should be accepted by everyone.”  

By mystic repetition of Aum, one can attune oneself to the cosmic 

mind and thus be lifted spiritually, when flow of inspiration takes 

place.  

The symphony of the Pranava can help human beings alleviate their 

mundane blues and takes them to the sublime spiritual heights 

where from all worldly objects and emotions appear to be very 

small and negligible. The Pranava is, by any standard of judgment, 

the best and the only 'song of life'.  

Any attempt to misuse the sacred syllable 'Aum' is either ignorance 

or sheer arrogance... [26] 
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