Tanmatra

SWAMI ADVAYANANDA

Introduction

We have discussed the following points in the previous essays

1. Maya is of the nature of the three gunas — sattva, rajas and tamas’
and it has two powers — avarana and viksepa®. Avarana veils
Brahman and paves the way for viksepa to project the world of
names and forms.

2. Consciousness with the upadhi of maya is called I$vara® or the
Lord and [svara is at once the efficient and material cause of the
universe, i.e., the abhinna-nimitta-upadana-kiarana®.

It is important that these concepts are understood thoroughly
for these will form the basis of our future discussions. From this
essay onwards we shall describe the process of creation according
to the vedantic adhyaropa®. First comes the creation of subtle elements
which are called sitksma-bhiitas or more commonly as tanmatras. It
is these tanmatras that later on combine with themselves to create

-

IRefer to July 2003 issue of Tapovan Prasad; ZRefer to September 2003 issue; 3Refer to
August 2003; 4Octcber 2003; 5]1.me 2003.
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the gross elements which in turn form the gross universe that we
perceive. In this essay we shall elaborate on the creation of the
subtle elements, the tanmatras.

The Creation

In the enlivening presence of Consciousness, under the influ-
ence of the viksepa sakti, from maya which has got a preponderance
of tamas the creation starts. In Vedanta Sara, Swami Sadananda
elaborates on this:
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tamahpradhana-viksepasaktimat-ajfianopahita-caitanyad akasah, akasad
vayuh, vayoh agnih, agneh apah, adbhyah prthivl ca utpadyate

From Consciousness associated with the projecting power of
ignorance which has a preponderance of the quality of tamas, has evolved
space which in its turn, has produced air, from air has come fire, from fire
water and from water earth®,

It is to be noted that Swami Sadananda in the context of creation,
which has been quoted above, makes three specific observations

1. Creation happens from maya which has got a preponderance of
tamas.

2. Maya by itself does not create - it has to have the presence of
Consciousness.

3. Creation happens only when mayd is associated with viksepadakti.

© These ideas of the prakarana granthas are based on passages from the Upanisads like
the Taittiriya 2.1.1 — tasmad vd etasmad dtmanah akasah sambhiitah akasadvayuh voyoragnih
agnerapah adbhyah prthivi — from Brahman indeed which is this Self, was produced
space. From space emerged air. From air was born fire. From fire was created water.
From water sprang up earth. The Chandogya Upanisad 6.2.3,4 speaks only of three
elements — fire, water and earth. But these three are considered as representative
(upalaksana) of all the five elements and hence there is no contradiction between the
Upanisads. B
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Why does he make these three observations? We shall take up
each of them for further discussion:

L. The cause is inferred from the effect, for the principle is that
the material cause must be essentially the same as its effect.
Swami Sadananda rightly asserts that creation proceeds only
from maya which has a preponderance of tamas, because we see
that the created world is predominantly inert. Inertness is an
attribute of tamas. Thus this is a logical inference. Swami
Sadananda himself clarifies this point—'tesu jadyadhikya-darsanat
tamahpradhanyam tatkaranasya — on account of the preponder-
ance of inertia observed in their effects, their cause must have
an excess of tamas’. ‘Preponderance’ means that the famas as-
pect is more than the other two aspects of rajas and sattva’.

2. The second observation is about the pivotal role of Conscious-
ness in creation — Maya by itself cannot create because it is
inert and it has no existence apart from Consciousness which
owns and possesses it. Just as the strength of a person cannot
exist independent of the person to whom it belongs, so too
mayd has no existence apart from the Consciousness which is
its substratum and owner. Thus enlivened by the Conscious-
ness aspect of Isoara, mayi creates the world from itself 8,

3. The third point makes clear the role of viksepa akti in creation.
When the Zvarana sakti has veiled Brahman, then the viksepa
akti gets into.action and starts projection. Thus the dvarana
sakti is responsible for the veiling and viksepa sakti is respon-
sible for the creation. Hence creation is rightly associated with
viksepa sakti or the projecting power.

?This can be mathematically expressed as tamas>rafas>sattva.

® Sankhya and Nyaya are two important schools of ancient Indian Philosophy. The
safikhyans posit that the inert pradhana (or praketi) can independently create without the
need of any conscious factor. 5o too the naiyayikas postulate that the inert anu (atom)
can create by itself. Vedanta refutes both their arguments as fallacious. Matter, be it
pradhana of the saitkhyans or the anu of the naiyayikas, is inert and without the presence
and propelling power of a conscious factor they cannot act. We don’t see iriert sub-
'stances like rice, dal, water and salt getting into the kitchen, entering the bowl, putting
the gas on and getting themselves cooked! There is an intelligent factor which does or
at least oversees these things, thus ensuring that all these happen rightly.
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The Qualities Of The Tanmatras

The principle of creation and specifically parir_mmag (transfor-
mation or evolution) is that from the simple and the subtle the
complex and gross would evolve and not vice versa. From space
the subtlest of all the five elements arises air that is a little grosser
compared to space. From air is born fire, the next grosser element
and from fire, water and from water comes about the grossest, the
carth. Fire is subtler than water and hence we have fire preceding
water in the sequence of creation'’. What is subtle and what is
gross? Grossness is directly proportional to the number of quali-
ties an element possesses. The fewer the qualities the subtler, and
the more the number of qualities, the grosser it is. This principle
makes space the subtlest and earth the grossest.

Let us analyse this in detail. Every element has its own special
quality that is called sva-visesa-guna (sva=one’s own, visesa = spe-
cial, guna = quality). When it evolves from the previous element
it carries with it the earlier cause-element’s quality also, which is
called sva-karana-guna (sva = one’s own, karana = cause, guna =qual:
ity). Thus Space has one quality ie., sound — but Air has the
quality of sound, which is its sva-karana-guna as well as its own
newly evolved quality, that is touch, which is its sva-visesa-guna.
When Fire evolves from Air — it carries the qualities of Space and
Air i.e., sound and touch and comes to have its own special qual-
ity (sva-visesa-guna) which is form. When Water next evolves from
Fire it has the qualities belonging to its ‘forefathers’ and ‘father’
i.e., sound, touch, form and then its own quality which is taste.
The last and the grossest element Earth evolves from Water and

2 Maya and the subtle elements are the parindma kirana and Consciousness is the
vivarta karana of the created umiverse. That cause, which undergoes a modification
during creation, is called as parindma karana and that cause which does not undergo
any modification (like the rope in the case of the apparent creation of the snake) during
creation is cajled as vivarta kirapa. Please note that the consciousness aspect of [svara
is not only the mimitts-karana but also is the adhisthana or subtratum of the whole
creation. This point is not be forgotten while studying about the creation.

10 Refer to Pujya Gurudev Swami Chinmayanandaji’s commentary on the Taittiriya
Upanisads 2.1.1 for further explanation about the sequence of creation.
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has totally five qualities — four qualities as sva-karana-guna from
the earlier cause-elements, which will be sound, touch, form, taste
and one more which is its own special quality (sva-visesa-guna)
that is smell.

Space, Air, Fire, Water and Earth are called akasa, vayu, agni,
dpah and prthivi respectively in Sanskrit. Also in Sanskrit, sound is
sabda, touch is sparsa, form is riipa, taste is rasa, and smell is gandha.
Please remember these Sanskrit words as you go through the tabu-
lar column which will give you a birds eye view of the various
qualities of the elements:

Tanmatra Sva-karana-guna Sva- Total Number of qualitics =
visesa- 1 p (sva-karana-guna +
guna sva-visesa-guna)

akisa sabda sabda = 1

vyl sabda sparsa sabda + sparsa =2

agni $abda + sparsa rilpa abda + sparsa + riipa = 3

apah sabda + sparsn + rilpa| rasa Sabda + sparéa + riipa

+ rasqa = 4
prihivt gabda + sparsa + gandha Sabda + sparsa + ripa
riipa + rasa + rasa + gandha = 5

Please note that we are now only talking about the subtle
elements. It is these subtle elements that later on combine through
the process of pafictkarana (which will be elaborated in the later
essays) to become the gross elements and by further combination
become the gross world that we perceive.

Further Description of the Qualities

In certain texts we have elaborations of the inherent or svabhivika
qualities — the sound, touch, form, taste and smell of these five
elements. They are ennumerated below. Please note that for each
tanmatra there will be sva-karana-guna and sva-visesa-guna except
for the first one space which has only its sva-visesa-guna''. Every

e Space does not have an element as its cause. It is directly born from maya-upahita-
caitanya — Consciousness conditioned by maya.
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tanmatra has only one sva-visesa-guna but many sva-karana-gunas
proportional to the number of elements which precede it.

1. Akasa or Space:
éabda : the sound of pratidhvani (reverberation)

2. Vayu or Air:
éabda : the sound of sss sss
sparéa : the feel which is different from that of heat,
cold and grossness

3. Agni or Fire:
sabda : the sound of buk buk
sparsa : the feel of heat
ripa : the visual effulgence

4. Apah or Water

gabda : the sound of sil sil
sparsa : the feel of coolness
riipa  : the colour of white
rasa  : the taste of sweetness.

Other tastes like bitterness, saltiness and sugariness are due the
mixture of Earth element with Water.

5. Prthivi or Earth

dabda : the sound of kata kata

sparsa : the feel of grossness which is different from that of
heat, cold and so on

riipa  : the colours of white, black, yellow, red, green etc.

rasa  :the taste of pungency, sourness, sweetness,
saltiness, bitterness and astringency'?

gandha: both good and bad odour”

2 katu, amla, madhura,slavana, tikta and kasdya are the safrasas or the six tastes.

" There may be a doubt as to whether these descriptions are mere speculations or
whether they have a Vedic basis. These descriptions are more like inferences based on
the perceived world and thejr qualities. Though the perceived world is gross, made up
of the gross elements, the nature of the subtle elements can be inferred from its effects.
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The Various Names of the Subtle Elements

These subtle elements are called variously

1.

Tanmatra: This word literally means ‘that alone’ — Tat-matra. In
the case of the subtle elements there is no mixture of the other
elements. True it carries the quality of the element from which
it is born (sva-karana-gunas), but, it is not compounded with
other elements unlike the gross elements which have within
them after paficikarana, a proportion of all the elements’.

. Aparicikrta-bhiita: The subtle elements are also called aparicikrta-
bhiita or the elements which have not undergone the proccess
of pafictkarana.

. Triguna-bhiita: Called so because they are made of the three
gunas — sattva, rajas and tamas. As mentioned earlier the subtle
elements arise from maya which has a predominance of tamas
and a lower proportion of rajas and sattva and thus all elements
have aspects of all the three gunas in them.

. sitksma-bhiita: Subtle element as compared to the sthitla-bhitas or
gross elements which arise after the process of pafictkarana.

14

Pafictkarana will be discussed in the future essays.

i Swais‘ti f;.’:himnaymanda
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Conclusion

Thus in this essay we have discussed the following points:

Tanmadtras evolve from maya endowed with viksepa Sakti which
has a preponderance of tamas.

From maya is born the tunmatra space, from space arises air,
from air is created fire, from fire is born water and from water
arises earth.

Each of the elements have their own sva- visesa-guna in addition
to their sva-karana-guna. Sva-visesa-guna will always be one but
sva-karana-guna will be proportionate to the number of elements
which precede that particular element.

These subtle elements are called variously as tanmdtra,
apaficikrta-bhita, triguna-bhiita and siksma-bhiita.

It is these tanmatras which undergo the process of panczkamna
to become the gross elements.

In the next essay we shall elaborare on the subtle- -body which
the creation of the tanmatras.

the very d@ubt the teacher. wnpﬁfcepﬁ&tfy orders and re-organises the
right way of thmﬁgmg in the inner ﬁhought of the student. When this
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A student of Vedanta must be vigilant enough to detect his own
intellectual doubts and he must be ever ready to enter into a
sympathetic intellectual wrestling with his teacher, within the rings of
deVOtIQEl and respect reverence and admiration. By raising doubis to
the teacher we are apemmg up the cistern of ksnowleage locked up in !
the Master’'s bosom A perfect Guru, from the mlésuons, immediaaew
detects the faise line of tl'mkmg in the student and, w}me removing

mteﬁectugi wrestlmg has J;;een practised for a long time, the fragrance
for paffsc’aom in ¥he teacher as 1t were gets transferred to the student’s
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