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VEDAS AND SACRED SOUND

M.G. Prasad

Vedas are a repository of knowledge dealing with physical, mental,
spiritual aspects of Life and Cosmos. Vedas are eternal and are taught by the
Supreme Being to creator Bramha at the beginning of each Kalpa made up of
1000 units of well known four Yuga cycle. Vedas are like the breath of the
Supreme Being who regulates all universes. Vedas are received as sacred
sounds in the form of Mantras by Rishis who are Mantra Drishtaras (Seers of
Mantras). Thus a mantra is a vedic utterance which carries the divine energy
and hence spiritually strengthens and protects the devotee who repeats and
meditate on the deity along with chanting of the mantra.

Sruti (what is heard) also refer to the vedas and it its through the
process of chanting and hearing that vedas are transferred from Guruy
(teacher) to Shishya (disciple}. Hence, the sounds of the veda mantras are
identified as the body of the deity referred in the mantras. The chanting of
the veda mantras have three aspects namely: purity of mind, purity of
intonation and purity of pranunciation.

Sound is the property or the descriptor of space, which is the subtlest
among five elements. The order of five elements with decreasing subtlety is
space, air, fire, water and earth. Although, sound can describe all the five
elements, the space can only be described by sound. Thus the five means of
perception corresponding to the five elements are hearing, touch, vision,
taste and smell. Sound and Space are inseparably related to each other. The
so-called sixth sense of perception is related to one’s orientation in space,
indicating that the sound is the signal to which one can respond easily.

Sounds of chants can carry the listeners to spiritual experiences. This
is because the chanters due to the rigor, precision and devotion can alter the
inherent intrinsic pitch difference found in common speech. The audible
sound for humans is but a part of the vibration spectra manifested in the
Cosmos. The sounds of the vedas are sacred because not only their physical
characteristics have deeper phonetic influence but also due to their impact
on the listeners’ mind. The meaning of the vedas describe the Cosmos and
-its Creator. The deeper study of vedas can only be beneficial to the seeker.

Dr. M.G. Prasad is a spiritual disciple of Yogi-Seer Sriranga Sadguru of
Ashtanga Yoga Vijnana Mandiram, Mysore, India. Prasad is the chairperson
of the education committee of the Hindu temple and Cultural Society,
Bridgewater, New Jersey. Prasad is a professor of mechanical engineering at
Stevens Institute of Technology, Hoboken, New Jersey, '



Sabda (Sound): Scientific and Spiritual Aspects in Hinduism

M.G. Prasad
Department of Mechanical Engineering
Stevens Institute of Technology
Hoboken, NJ 07030
Email: mprasad@stevens-tech.edu

Sabda (sound) bccupies a very important place in Sanatana Dharma
(Vedic Hinduism). Understanding and realization of Sabda is said to be the goal
of life itself. The Amrita Bindu Upanishat proclaim that,
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Dve bramhani veditavye sabda bramha param cha yat
Sabda bramhani nisnataha param bramhadhi gachchhati

which means, “There are two bramhans to be realized, sabda and param
bramhan; one who has realized and well versed in Sabda bramhan will realize
Param Bramhan.” Also it is noted by t akshmana Deshikendra in Sarada Titaka
Tantra, that the essence of all beings is itself the Sabda bramhan.

Yo w9 et TE wei © A
Chitanyam sarva bhutaanam sabda bramheti me matihi

Thus, the above statements from Hindu scriputures indicate that sabda is an
integral part of our life. In Vedic literature, it is given that the sabda brarmhan is
omni-present through the sound of ‘Om’. The philosophical analysis of this Om

(TA+3 U +HM)is dealt in several upanishads.

The modern scientific enquiry of sound which is also termed as acoustics
has shown that sound plays an essential role virtually in all aspects such as earth
sciences, engineering, life sciences and arts. Sound in modern scientific view
refers to the audible range, with infra and ulira sound covering the inaudible
molecular vibrations of the medium. Similarly, in Hindu scriptures, sabda
originating from the vibratory cause is termed as ahata sabda. This article wil
only deal with this type of sabda (sound). in addition, Hindu scriptures also refer
to self-sutaining sound, without vibratory cause, termed as anahata sabda which
Is experienced only in higher (deepér) states of Yoga.

Thus it is seen that sabda (sound) encomypasses the life itsalf. Broadly we
can categorize the role of sabda in spirituality, speech, music, and literature.



Sabda and Spirituality:

In Hinduism or Sanatana Dharma, spirituality includes philosophy, yoga,
tantra and agama. The source of all these branches of knowledge is the Vedas,
Veda is also described as Sabda. The orthodox system of Hindu thoughts is
based on the vedas as authority or sabda pramana. Here sabda refers to the
spaken words as mantras. In the process of creation, the first element is space
and this all-surrounding space can only be described by sabda. The scriptures
say. ‘sabdaikagunamakasam’ which means "Only sound qualifies space.”
However, sound propagates through other elements, namely air, fire, water, and
earth. The sound as only property of space can also be observed in terms of
acoustical quality of space in rooms. It is known that the sound guality of a room
space is described by the reverbation characterstics. Thus, it is seen that the
sound plays a major role in the universe composed of five elements.

Sabda and Speech:

Sabda as speech is extremely important for humans. Speech is regarded
as a gift to human beings. The goddess Saraswati is the deity of speech. The
infinitely large vedic literature in the form of mantras depict the spirituat effect of
sound or sabda. The intonations termed as swaras bring out the sounding effect.
The speech seed sounds are generated at various chakras located in the human
spinal cord, namely Mooladhara, Swadhistana, Manipocra, Anahata, and
Visuddhi. The seed sounds generated at the chakras take the form of vowels
and consonants in the mouth with the help of the throat, tongue, jaws, teeth, and
lips. The space variations in the mouth cavity with exhaling air will enable the
production of words. Hence, word is also known as sabda. Sabda as the
underlying energy in speech production plays an important role in human life.

The complete process of production of speech is mysterious. It is said in
RigVeda that the process has four stages. These four stages are Para,
Pashyanti, Madhyama, and Vaikhari. The first three are internal and yogic and

can be experienced by yogis. The fourth stage of Vaikhari is the audible speech
which is used by all human beings.

i~ W o . HTIE{ ~ Ly . a ﬂr‘. s
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Chatvari vakparimita padani tani vidurbramhana ye manisinaha
Guha trini nihita nengayantri turiyam vacho manusya vadanti

Sabda and Music:

Music can be described as a universal language of emotions. Sabda in
addition to the well known form of seed sound and words takes another important



form called nada. The nada refers to the flowing energy of sound which also

refers to the expressions of chaitanya or consciousness. Saranga deva in
Sangita Ratnakara says,

= . Lo - 4 \. z
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Chaitanyam sarvabhutaanam vivrutam jagadaatmanaa
Nada bramha tadaanandam advitiiyam upaasmahe

which means, ‘we worship Nada-Bramhan, that incomparable bliss, which is
intrinsic in all the creatures as consciousness and is manifest in the phenomenon

of this universe.” Thus, the nada and sabda direct to the same entity, which is
CONsCiousness.

However, nada relates the emotional expressions through music. whereas
sabda as sound and word emphasizes the philosophical inquiry. In the process
of describing origination of nada, Sangita Ratnakara gives:

TFR S g% f&5g:
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Nakraram praananaamaanam dakaaramanalam viduhu
Jaatah praanaagnisamyogat tena naadaha abhidiiyate

which means, “It is understood that the syliable 'na’ represents the vital force and

'da’ represents the fire. Thus being produced by the interaction of vital force and
fire is called ‘nada’.

This nada which manifests as seven notes becomes the vehicle of
emotional expressions through the nine rasas in the form of music and dance.
The nine rasas (sentiments) are love (erotic), heroic, pathetic, marvelous, comic,
odious, terrible, furious, and peaceful. The words of a song denote the sabda
(pada) while the singing tune denotes the expressing of nada. Thus it is seen

that sabda and nada are connected by music. It is true that music and dance are
integrally related.

Sabda and Jiterature:

A literary work is essentially a composition of words to express the inner

- experiences of the writer. In the Hindu view, the writer or Kavi, after experiencing
the theme, expresses it through the proper assembly of Sanskrit words. This

choice of words indicate the role of sabda. The premier poet Valmiki has

demonstrated the effect of poetry and sabda in Ramayana. It is weli known that

the sanskrit has several unique effects of sound and sabda. The poems in



Sanskrit are easy to memorize due to the explicit sandhi (union of alphabets)
effect. The large number of vowels and consonants as basic sounds make the
language able to deal with many expressions. The metrical details N Sanskrit
also bring the sound effect. The infinitely large literature in Sanskrit has been
carried through generations by oral traditions not only because of its intrinsic
values for life but also the joy of sound that it provides the reader and listener.

Concluding Remarks:

Thus, sabda undoubtedly plays a key role in all aspects of life including
both scientific and spiritual. Sabda or sound encompasses life itself. As
Saranga Deva in Sagita Ratnakara puts it,

g = 3 o e gEw, T
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Nadena vyajyate varnaha padam varnaat padaad vachaha
Vachaso vyavaharoyam nadadhinamato jagat

Which means, 'Nada manifests as letters, letters constitute the ward, and words
make a sentence; so the entire business of life is carried out through language;
and therefore, the whole phenomencn (the warld} is based on nada.

In the words of my SriRanga sadguruy, (a Seer-Yagi, the founder of
Ashtanga Yoga Vijnana Mandiram, Mysare, India), that two essential aspects of
spiritual development is in realization of the identity between ‘Spoken Word-

Object’ (Pada-Padartha) and the integral cause-effect relationship of ‘Seed
Sound-Word’ {Bija-Vriksha).

Dr. M.G. Prasad is a spiritual disciple of yogi-seer Sriranga sadguru of Ashtanga
Yoga Vijnana mandiram, Mysore, India. He is chairperson of education
committee of Hindu Temple and Cultural Society, Bridgewater, New Jersey. He
Is & professaor of mechanical engineering (specializing in acoustics and vibration)
at Stevens Institute of Technology, Hobaoken, New Jersey. He has lectured and
written articles on Sanatana Dharma {Hinduism).
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ON SPACE AND SOUND FROM NARAYAYOPANISAT IN

ATHARVA VEDA- A SCIENTIFIC PERSPECTIVE
Dr., M.G.Prasad
Noisge ahd Vibration Control laberatory
Department of Mechanical Engineering

‘Stevens Institute of Technology
Hoboken, New Jersey,07030, uUsa

ABSTRACT

A sequential ordering of five elements on their
decreasing subtlety, namely space, air, fire, water ang
earth is stated by NErEyagcpanigat in Atharva Veda. This
statement 1s examined from an acoustical point of view. The
Space as an element (bhita) is qualified by sound as its
descriptor(tanm3tra). The relatian betwveen space and sound
and thelr subtle nature in reference to senses of perception
will be presented. The placement of sSpace as the first

element and sound as its only property will be discussed in

a scientific perspective.
INTRODUCTION

The five elements and thelr properties are referred tn
various places in the Vedic literature. An element is the

This paper was presented in the First International
Conference on Vedas (Atharva Veda) in July 1993 at the
United Nations. This conference was organized by the

International Foundation for Vedic Education, New Jersey,USA.



substance (d-ravya] vhich has an associated preperty (or
qualities) termed as guna. The substance property (or dravya
guna) relationship is very important in dealing with human
perceptlion and its nature through the five senses. Several
upanishats and the darsSana Sastras have dealt with the toplc
of substance-property relationship(see list of references at
the end). The sequential ordering of the five eTements is a
fundamental !ssue vhen dealing vith role ¢f five elements
and thelr properties in the cosmological evolution of the
universe. At the same time the order of the properties of
elements is also a fundamental issue when dealing with the
perception of the unlverse through five senses. This paper

focuses on the element-property( ordraqﬂrguga) relattion in

reference to space as the element and sound as its property.
ORDERING OF ELEMENTS AND PROPERTIES

The mantra or key sentence on which the theme of this
paper 1s based on is"Khamvayurjyotir3dpahprthivivisvasya
dharini". The meaning of the sentence is given as "“the
universe is borne(supported) by space {(Kham), air (vayﬁ],
tire(jyoti), water( 3Apah) and earth (pritﬁlvi)". The
signlficance of this statement is Iin the order in which the
elements are enumerated. This same ordering of the elements

Is found In several vedic reférences. Also, an analysis of

the significance of this ordering in comnsction with



corresponding properties is descrited in the darsana

particularly in éastras—wygya, Vai§e§ika, samkhya and yoga

sutras[1-81,.

The order of increasing subtlety in five elements are
based on the decreasing number of properties or qualities
requlred to characterize that element and its sabstance. In

vaiéégika sutras of Jaimini Rishi, it Is given as{?]

Earth Possesses smell, téste, form and teouch
Water possesses taste, form and touch
Fire possesses form and touch

Alr possesses touch

The fifth element termed Ak3sa ( ether or space) cannot
be qualified by these four qualities namely touch, form,
taste and smell. This leads to the observation that the
space only be characterized or gualified by sound. However,
sound is an additional characteristic to qualify all the
other four elements namely air, fire vater and earth, In
other words, sound as vibrations travel through all these
four elements, and produce different effcéts wvhich

characterize the corresponding element.

This element-quality relationship is also referred in

dealing with order of evolution of the universe. The
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followlng statement from Mundarsa Upanishad ¢f Atharva Veda

reiterates the statement of NErEyanopanishat referred above,.

Etasmat Jayate Pranaomanahindriyani ca
KhamVayurJyotirdpahPrithivi Visvasya Dharini

Mundaka (II.1.3)
NErayaPEt Pranoc Jayate Manassarvendriyani ca

Kham vEyurjyotirEpahprithivivié?asya dharini

Narﬁyapopanishat

The two statements are identical in their contents.
Their meaning essentially is given as follows:
'From this, originates the vital force, mind and a1}

the senses, space, air, fire, vater and earth that support

universe'

The evolutionary order of elements is also stated in
more explicit way in Bramhanandavalli of Taittriyopanishat

in Krishna Yajurveda in the focliowing statements([9].

Tasmat va Etasmat Atmana Akasaha SambhGtaha
Akasat Vayuhu, V3iyoragnihi, Agner3dpaha
Adbhyahprithivi,Prithivyaogadhayaha

Gsadhibhyonnam, Annat Purughahs
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The meaning of the statements is as fcllows: From that
verily, from this self (Atman)-is Akacalether) born: from
Ekééé, the alr; from air the fire; from fire the vater; from
water the earth; from earth the plants; from plants the
food; from food the man,

1t is given in the statements abocve that, the
production of elements begins from the all pervading Atman
{Bramhan). Then the first element Akasa is horn, - here Ekgéﬁ
refers to absolute space (wvhich is mistaken for vacuum}.This
most subtle element akasa is gqualified by sound as its
property or guna. Then from Ekﬁgé, alr comes lnto belng with
two properties or gunas namely touch which is its own and
the sound property of akasa already evolved. Then from air,
fire came into being having three properties composed of two
preceding and property of form which is its own. Then from
fire was born water with four properties, comprising its own
property of taste and the three preceding one. Then from
vater, earth came into being with five properties nanely
smell, taste, form, touch and socund. Then f£rom earth the
herbs, the food and the man came into being. Although, it is
noted above that vayu{air) came from akasa {(ether} and so
on, but truly the vayu is born from Atman assuming the form
of 3k3fa as 3kasa is only an effect vith Atman as source and
‘cause. The same is true in regard to bi;fh of the other
elements for which Atman is the causal source(9). Thus, the

element property relationship can be written from subtle

tovards gross manifestation as belov
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__E.L'_]’;.E.F:ﬂ_ FROPERTIES
Ether or Absolute space (Akasa)... Sound (Sabda)
Alr  ({vayu).... Sound ard touch{Sparsa)
Fire (Agni).... Sourd, touch and form(rlpa)
Water{ipah}.... Sound, touch,form and taste{(rasa)

Earth(Prithivi).Sound, touch, form,taste and smelt (Sandha)

It i{s seen from the above tabular represent§tion that
the most subtle and the first element namely ether or
absolute space or 3kdsa has only one guna or property, which
is sound or sabda. The zest of the elements accumulate the
previous properties with the most gross element namely earth
or prithivi which has all the five properties which
correspond to the five senses. The akasa having sabda
{sound) as its only property is also refer;ed in several
literature. In reference [10], the information given in
table above , is identically glven in sutra form. The akasa-

-~ [ —
sabda is relationship is given by 'Sabdaikagugamakaé%m‘.

Thus, the statements referred above traces the
evolution of the great elemental powers vhich have breught
forth the external as well as the internal univgrses, thét
is the world that is outside man as well as the one that is
within him. Tﬁe worlg outside 1s referred from cosmologlcal
point of view, however, so far as the inner werld is
concerned, as per yoga, their gvolution takes place in the

chakras which are strung in the sushumna, hence the saying
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that the axras arc abode of the =lemental powers., The
(hakras namely Mooladhara, Swadnistana, Manipooraka, Andhata
and visuddhl correspond to abodes of flve elemental powvers
Earth, Water, Flre, Alr and Space respectlvely. It is noted
that in human body the locatien ¢f the chakras correspond
to, the coccygeal triangle at the termination of spinal
cord (Mooladhara)}, the source of genitals [SwEdhisgana),
region of umbillcum {Magipooraka}, cardiac region (Anahata),
and the cavity of the throat (Visuddhi) [(11].

The yoga maintains that if the mind could reach these
chakras and pass from one to the other until it reaches the
Ajna chakra, then the reverse process of involution will
take place leading to the realization of Atman[11}. This
yoga based implicatlons of elemental powers is only provided
as an indication of the wealth of spiritual knowledge both
practical and theoretical, which needs to be acquired by a

serious spiritual aspirant under a genuine yogi as

Sadguru(l2). In this paper, as the topic is scund-space
relationship in external world, the yoga approach to acguire

the knowledge of jinner world of a human being is not dealt

with In further details.

SOUND-ONLY PROPERTY OF SPACE

Absolute space should not be mistaken for wvacuum, as
vacuum means emptiness. However, on the contrary, absolute

space or ether or akasa does not mean emptiness. The vord
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arasa does not mean emptiness. The word akasa refers to
- .

"Avakasasvaruga' wvhich refers to the substance ({ether) or

element that is spread in all corporeal space meaning the

space capable of containing other, elements ang

It is lmportant to note that the scriptures (S3stra)
say that the sound is not the property of air, but ailr is a
carrier of sound waves. In modern sclentific view also, air
is essential to carry sound waves. In other vords a mediun
s essential for sound waves to propagate. It is said as an

observation in Vakyapadiya by Bhartrhari that vhen a letter

is uttered, the sound {(atom like) is rropagated like

ripples, when a piece of stone is dropped into a lake (157,
abhraniva praciyante Sabdakhyah paramanavaha

This is similar to vave motion as in vicitaranganyaya
of Annmbhatta in Tarkasamgraha. Thus, the sound is
propagated from source to listener through the air medium
through the mechanism of touch. In other wvords, when a hard
(material) surface vibrates, the vibrations of the surface
are transferred to the adjoining air nqlecules wvhich again
transferred tﬁ next plane of air molecules and s¢o on till
the air molecules impinge on the eardrum and then through

auditory nerves, the vibrations are recognized as sound.

Both at the source and listener, the property of touch is
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used to transfer sound energv as wave notjon. Thls conforms
that the alr is the carrier of scund but rot the substance
for sound. This can be further explained using the well
known bell-Jar experiment, which is used to shov that air is
essential to carry or transmit the sound to the ear of
listener. In the hell-jar experiment, when the air is taken
out in the jar ta create a vacuum, the listener does not
heazr the sound as its carfiez 'air' is absent. However, the
listener can see the ringing of the bell, which‘means that
the bell surface is vibrating and that only the vibrations
are not carrled further because the air is absent. Changes
in air such as turbulence, temperature variations etc.
affects the sound waves propagated. This means that the air
is the efficient cause of sound but not the material cause,
because the efficient cause can destroy the property just as

the potters wheel can influence the pot but not the claylle].

Given that sound describes the space, this can be
practically observed even for the physical space in the
audible range. In an enclosed physical space such as a roon,
the sound characteristics namely decay rate of a impulsive
sound (like clapping) depends not only on the hardness of
the wall surface but also on the volume of the foom vhich
indicates a measure of the physical. space. In acoustical
terms, the reverberation time which indicates sound decay
rate is directly propertional to the volume of the room. In

other vords, gliven the density-of the air, room temperatures
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and wall surface hardness unchanged but only the volume of
the rcom is changed, then the reverberation time changes
which means somehow the physical space is guallfled by
sound. It 1s also noted that the volurme of alr has changed
cue to the change in the rcem volume (space) whlch alters
the damping characteristic in the roon. However, the change

in room volume {space) is gualified by the audlble sound.

It is known that in cavities angd resonatorg, the change
in internal velume influences the spectral characteristics
of the sound. It is a common experience that when a conch
shell is blown, the fundamental frequesncy depends on its
internal cavity size and shape. The smaller the size of
conch shell, higher the fundamental frequency of sound. In
physiclogical aspects, the production of sound and speech is
also dependent on the equivalent cavity effects of the vocal
tract. It is said in the process of speech production, the
akasa(or space) along with air and heat elements are
responsible for sound origination which depending on the
details of space(articulation aspects) in the vocal cavity
comes out as speech. The elaborate details of speech
production process is dealt in Sanskrit language by great
grammarians such as Panini Maharishill7 40231. Tﬁus we can
say that the space determined by boundaf} conditions
Influences the sound both in amplitude ang spectral

contents. In other words, ‘' sound qualifies space''’
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CONCLUDING REMARKS

This paper presents a brief study of the sequential
ordering of elements as given in Upanishads of Vedas, namely
space, air, fire, water and earth and thelr corresponding
preperties sound, touch, form, taste and smell. This
ordering is not arbitrary, and it is based on the decreasing
subtlety and increasing gross nature of elements. It is
noted that the space is qualified by only sound although the
remaining four elements can also be qualified by sound in

addition to their respective properties.

The space-sound relationship has implications both in
external physical world as well as inner physiological
world. The external (physical} implications include the
acoustical aspects such as reverberation characteristics of
rooms, internal cavities in musical instruments and the
noise from cavity flow interactions in machinery. The
inner{physiological) implications deal vwith the nadayoga
aspects which include the mind, breath, heat and interior
space in production of audible sound vhieh further evolves
into speech, chants and music. This brief article indicafe
the depth and scope of sound with its relevance and

importance to life and human life in particular.
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