
Tanmatra
SWAMI ADVAYANANDA

Introduction

We have discussed the following points in the previous essays

1. Maya is of the nature of the three gunas - sattaa, rajas and tamasl
and it has two powers - daararla and uiksepa2. Aoararya veils
Brahman and paves the way for uiksepa to project the world of
names and forms.

2. Consciousness with the upddhi of mdad is called lgaara3 or the
Lord and l*aara is at once ihe efficieniand material cause of the
universe, i.e., the abhin n a- nimitt a-upadana-karanaa .

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 uedantic adhydropas. First comes the creation of subtle elements
which are called slksma-bhntas or more commonly as tanmatras.lt
is these tanmdtras that later on combine with themselves to create

lRefer to July 2003 issue of Tapoaan Prasad;zRefer to September 2003 issue; 3Refer to
August 2003; "October 2003; ]une 2003.
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the gross elements which in turn form the gross universe that we

p"t"uirr". In this essay we shall elaborate on the creation of the

subtle elements, the tanmdtras.

The Creation

In the enlivening Presence of Consciousness, under the influ-

ence of thle aikqepa 6akti, from,mdyT which has got a preponderance

of tamas the creation starts. In VedAnta Sdra, Swami Sadananda

elaborates on this:

6q :qr16-ftffiqq-sl-ffid-+il{r( clFFr{T : I
3ilsl{nq qlgr 1 ffi:-sTfr: t e{}: ailg: I irr;dil: qFrfr I wqqi rr

tamahpradhAna-aiksepa6aktimat-ajfianopahita-caitanydd akfr1aL.t, akd$dd

rsdyult, aayofu agnil.r, agnell apah, adbhyafu pythiat ca utpadyate

From Consciousness associated with the projecting power of

ignorance which has a preponderance of the qualityof tamas, hasevolved

space which in its turn, has produced air, from air has come fire, from fire

water and from water earth6. 
'*

It is to be noted that Swami Sadananda in the context of creation,

which has been quoted above, makes three specific observations

11,. Creation happens fuom mdyd 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 mdydis associated withztilqepa1akti.

6 Th"r" ideas of the prakaru4a granthas are based on passages from the Upaniqads like

tlne Taittirtya 2."1.1 - tasmad aa etusmdd atmanah dkdfnb safitbhfrtal.t akasadaayutt aoyoragnil.t

agnerdpaft iaAnya7 pTthir:i - from Brahman indeed which is this Self, was produced

siace.'Fro^ space lrqetged air. From air was bom fire. Froni'fire was bieated water.

From water sprang up earth. The Chdndogya llpanigad 6.2.3,4 speat<s only of three

elements - fire, *iter and earth. But these three are considered as rePresentative
(upalakqa7a) of all the five elements and hence there is no contradiction between the

Upaniqads.
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why does he make these three observations? we shall take up
each of them for further discussion:

1' The cause is inferred from the effect, for the principle is that
the material cause must be essentially the same ur it" effect.
swami sadananda rightly asserts that creation proceeds only
from mdyd 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-' t esu j ady adhitcya-dar 6andt
tamahprddhdnyatu tatkdranasya - on accou\L'of the preponder-
ance of inertia observed in their effecls, their cause must have
an excess of tamas'. 'Preponderanc/ 

means that the tamas as_
pect is more than the other two aspects of rajas and sattaaT.

2' The second observation is about tlie 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
mdyd has no existence apart from the Consciousnesi which is
its substratum and owner. Thus enlivened by the Conscious-
ness aspect of l6aara, mayd ffeates the world from itself 8.

3. The third point makes clear the role of uiksepa iakti in creation.
when the daara4a 6akti has veiled Brahman, then the aiksepa
6akti gets into- action and starts projection. Thus the aaarnua
6akti i2 responsible for the veiling and aiksepa 6akti is respon-
sible for the creation. Hence creation is rightly associated with
aiksepa 6akti or the projecting power.

' Ihrs can be mathematically expressed 4s tamas>rajas>sattaa.
8 sahkhya and Nyaya are t-o important schools of ancient Indian philosophv. The
sdhkhyans posit that the inert pradhana (or prakrti) can independently create wlihout the
need of any conscious factor. so too the naiydyikas postulite that the ir.ert aLxu \atom)can,create by itself. veddntn refutes both their arguments as fallacious. Matter, be it
pradhana of,.t}:.e sdhkhyans or the anu ol tlre naiyayikis, is inert and without the presence
and propelling power of a conscious factor they cannot act. we don,t see iriert sub-

Btances like rice, dal, water and salt getting into the kitchen, entering the bowl, putting
the gas on and getting themselves cookedi There is an intelligent faitor which does or
at least oversees these things, thus ensuring that all these hippen rightly.
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The Quallties Of The Tanmatras

The principle of creation and specifically parinTmao (transfor-

mation or evolution) is that from the sirnple and the subtle the

complex and gross would evolve and not vice versa..From space

the subtlest oiall the five elements arises air that is a little grosser

compared to space. From air is born fire, the next grosser element

and irom fire, water and from water connes about the grossest, the

earth. Fire is subtler than water and hence we have fire preceding

water in the sequence of creationl0. What is subtle and what is

gross? GrossnesJ is directly proportional to the number of quali-

i'i", un element possesses. tn" t"*"t 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 saa-ai'esa-gu1ta (saa=one's own, oiSesa = spe-

iiuI, gr4o = quality). When it evolves from the previous element

it cariries with it the earlier cause-element's quality also, which is

called saa-kfrra4a-guna (saa = one's own,kdralta = cause, guna =qual'

ity). Ihus SpacJhas one quality i.'e', sound - but Air has the

quality of sound, which is its saa-kdrana-8ur.ta as well as its own

"e*ly evolved quality, that is touch, which is lts saa-ai1esn-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 (saa-ai6esa-guna) which is form. when water next evolves from

Fire it has- thJ qualities belonging to its 'forefathers' and 'father'

i.e., sound, tou&, form and then its own quality which is taste'

The last and the grossest element Earth evolves frorn water and

9 Muyu and the subtle elements are the parindma karana and Consciousness is the

aiaaria karana of the created universe. That cause, which undergoes a modification

a.rrir,! .r"uilon, is called as parindma k7rana artd that cause which does not undergo

u-.,y .rioalfi"ution (like thu ,ope in the_case of the apparent creation of ihe snake) during

crJation is called as ztiaartaicarana. Please note thai the consciousness asPect of l1zsara

is not only i.rc nimifta-karana bttt also is the adhiqlhana or subtratum of the whole

creation. This point is not be forgotten while studying about the creation'

t0 R"f". to pujya Gurudev.Swami Chinmayanandaji's commentary on the Taittirtya

LlpaniQads 2.1.1 for further explanation about the sequence of creation'
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has totally five qualities - four qualities as saa-kara4a-gurya frorn
the earlier cause-elements, which will be sound, touch, form, taste
and one more which is its own special quality (saa-ai6esa-guna)
that is smell.

Space, Air, Fire, Water and Earth are called dka6a, adyu, agni,
dpah and prthiut respectively in Sanskrit. Also in Sanskrit, sound is
6abda, touch is sparia, 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:

TanmTtra Saa-kdrana-guna Soa-
aiSesa-
gurya ,I

Total Nuwber of qualities =
(sva-kirana-guna +
na-zti6esa-guna)

aKasa

aatyu
agni
aPah

prtntat

Sabda
Sabda + sparSa
S a b d a + s p a r d a + r t t p a

Sabda + sparia +
fUpa + rasa

Sabda
sparSa
rilpa
ras4

gandha

6abda = 1
Sabda + sparia =2
{a.bda + sparia + ritpa = 3
S a b d a + s p a r { a + r i l p a
+ r a s a = 4
S a b d a + s p a r S a + r i l p a
+ rasa + gandha = 5

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

Further Description of the Qualities
In certain texts we have elaborations of the inherent ot saabhaaikn

qualities - the sound, touch, form, taste and smell of these five
elements. They are ennumerated below. Please note that for each
tanmdtru there will be saa-kdrana-guna and saa-ai6esa-gun6 except
for the first one space which has only its saa-uiiesa-guna11. Eveiy

n 
rectly born fuorn mava-upahita-

caitanya - Consciousness conditioned by mdvL.
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tanmdtra has only one saa-ai1eQa-guna but many sun-karava-Tu$as

proportional to the number of elements which precede it'
' 

1. Akaia or Space:
6abda ; the sound of pratidhrsanl (reverberation)

2. Vdyu or Air:
6abda
sparSa

3. Agni or Fi
6abda
sparia
rilpa

a. Apalt or Water

6abda
sparSa
rI.tpa
rasa

6abda
spa#a

rilpa
rasa

gandha:

other tastes like bitterness, saltiness and sugariness are due the

mixture of Earth element with Water.

5. Prthial or Earth

the sound of sss sss
the feel which is different from that of heat,

cold and grossness

re:
the sound of buk buk
the feel of heat
the visual effulgence

the sound of sil sil
the feel of coolness
the colour of white
the taste of sweetness.

the sound of'kata kata
the feel of grossness which is different from that of

heat, cold and so on
the colours of white, black, yellow, red, green etc.

the taste of pur igency, sourness/ sweetness,

saltiness, bitterness and astringencyl2
both good and bad odourl3

,rt*t", "*l^i, inadhura,tlaaa4a, tikta and kagdya are the satrasas or the six tastes.

t3 There may be a doubt as to whether these descriptions are mere speculations or

whether they have a Vedic basis. These descriptions afe more like inferences based on

the perceived world and their qualities. Though the perceived world is gross, made up

of the gross elements, the nJture of the subtle elements can be inferred from its effects.
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The Various Names of thc Subde Elements

These subtle elements are called variously

1. Tanmdtru This word literally means 'that alone' - TaFmatra' 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 (saa-karana-gu4as), but, it is not compounded with

other elements unlike the gross elements which have within

them after paficlkarana, a proportion of all the elementsla'

2. Apaficlkyta-bhnta: The subtle elements are-also called apaficTkyta-

bihlta or the elements which have net, undergone the proccess

of paficlkaraga.

3. Triguna-bhnta: Called so because fhey are madg of the three

guiot - sattaa, rajas and tamas. As 'mentioned earlier the subtle

llements arise from mdyT wlnidn has a predominance of tamas

and a lower proportion of rajas and sattaa and thus all elements

have aspects of all the three Sunas in them.

4. siiksma-bhtta: Subtle element as comPared to the sthnla-bhLtas or

gross elements which arise after the process of paficlkararya.

\a Paftctkara4a will be discussed in the future essays'

" -f*xT ti::,nn *ru'rH:It iffiil;Itr;
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Conclusion

Thus in this essay we have discussed the following points:
o Tanmdtras evolve from mdyd endowed with aiksepn iakti which

has a preponderance of tamas.

o From mdyd is born- the tanmdtra space, from space arises air,
from air is created fire, from fire iJbor. water and from water
arises earth.

o Each of the elements have their own saa-aiflesa-guna in addition
to their saa-kdrana-guna. saa-aiiesa-guna will always be one but
saa-karana-guna will be proportionate to the number of elements
which precede that particular element.

.  These subt le elements are cal led var iously as tanmdtra,
ap afi ctkr t a-bhtit a, triguna-bhnt a and sttksma_bnnt i.

o It is these tanmdtras which undergo the process of paficrkarana
to become the gross elements.

In the next essay we shall elaborare on the subtle_bodv which
is the creation of the tanmTtras.

A student of Vedanta must be vigitant enough to detect his own
intellectual doubts and he must be ever reidy to enter into a
sympathetic intellectual wrestting with his teacher, within the rings of
devation a.nd resBect, r€verGnce and admiration: By raising doubts to
the teachpr w€ are opeRing up the cistern of knowledge locked up in
the Masler's bosorn; A perfect Guru,from the questions, innnediately
cletects the fahe lirre sf thinking in the student and, white nemoving
the very doubt, the teaeher irnperceptibfy orders and rne-organises the

i0frL 
waV of thinking in rhe inner thought of the student..When this

r-nteHeciuql wiest{ing has been ractrsed ror a lqng fime, tt*e tragra""e

l?:**t*n" 
in tne teacher as ir were sets transterred to the studenfs

- Swami Ghinmayananda
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