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The MEANING ofthe,MANTRA
OM NAMAH SIVAYA

SIVAWITH PARVATI AND NANDI
The union of Absolute Awareness and Energy.

Indian Statue, ca. 1400-1499, in Private Collection @ Himalayan Art Resources
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i The Original Context of the Mantra

The original context of the mantra is Taittiriya-Sarhhita 4.5.8.1 of the
Krsna-Yajurveda and the RudrastadhyayT of the Sukla-Yajurveda; it is
elaborated upon in countless Agamas and is also explained in the im-

portant Tamil scripture Tirumantiram.

> The Basic Meaning

The basic meaning of On: Namah S'z'vdyd is:
Om Obeisance to Siva, the Peaceful or Auspicious One
The more detailed meaning of On Namah S'z'vdya is:

Om Obeisance [with body, speech and mind] to the Auspicious,

Peaceful, Joy-Bringing, Beneficial [Absolute Consciousness].

s A Detailed Explanation of Orih Namah Sivaya

3.1. OM

Om has innumerable meanings — up to 84 distinct meanings are listed

in the scriptures.

Its primary meaning, derived from Mandikya-Upanisad 1, is that it

represents totality or wholeness: sarvam.



In verses 7-12, the Upanisad explains that the letters in Om - A, U,M
and the fourth aspect which has no letters — represent the four aspects

of Consciousness or Caztanya:

A = the waking state

U = the dream world

M = the total absence of any experiences in deep sleep

That which has no letters (amatra) = the transcendent fourth aspect or

Caturtha/Turlya: Absolute Consciousness which is Santa, peaceful,

Siva, auspicious, Advaita, nondual.

3.2. Namah - Obeisance, Homage, Prostration

‘namaly’ is sometimes found as a neuter gender word but most often as

an indeclinable or avyaya. ‘namaly’ is formed with ynam + asun in the

sense of bhdava, with Unadisatra 4.188 sarvadbatubbyo’sun.

The root ynam has several meanings:

* Nati: To bow, to prostrate, to make obeisance, to pay homage
(with body, speech and mind)

e Sabda: To make a sound

e Prahva: To incline, to slant towards

Namah has these two primary meanings:

* Nati: Bow, prostration, obeisance, homage (with body, speech
and mind)

* Stotra: Praise
Secondary meanings of Namah are:

* Ruta: the sound of a bird, a bee or a horse (as per Unadikosa)
* Anna: Food (as per Nighantu)
* Vajra: Thunderbolt (as per Nighantu)

* 'Tyaga: renunciation

In the context of the mantra, Namah means ‘obeisance with body,

speech and mind’.
3.3. Siviya — to Siva

4th or dative case of the a-ending noun Siva’. The dative case expresses

the sense of ‘to whom?’

To whom is the obeisance made? To Siva. Sivéya thus expresses that

Siva is the recipient of the obeisance ‘namaly’.

The word Siva can be derived in various ways. It is mainly derived
from the root Vsi(n) svapne , — Sete: to rest, to sleep, to repose, to be
at peace, to recline with ease — with the suffix ‘van’ in accordance with

Unadisatra 1.151 sarva-nighysv-arisv-alasvasivapatvaprabvesvd asvatantre



Other roots from which Siva can be legitimately derived are:

VSo tantkarane — $yati: to reduce, to minimise (Paninisatras 3.1.69

divadibhyah syan, 7.3.71 otah syani, and so forth)

Vsi(fi) nisane — §isati: to bestow (dana, Nighantu 5.23), to perceive,

to sharpen, to make keen, to refine (kratum... prajianarh varenyarh
sisati... tiksnikaroti, Sdyana on RV 8.15.7)

Ujjvala Datta in his Vrtti on Unadisatra 1.151 states: $ete asmin sar-

vam iti §ivah, §iva is he in whom everything rests or reclines with ease’.

Bharata in his Tika on the Amarakosa gives three vyutpattis or deri-

vations:

1)

3)

Sivarh kalyanarh vidyate asmin: He in whom the auspicious is

pr esent

Syati asubham: He who reduces inauspicious [mental states, ac-

tions and consequences]

Serate avatisthante animadayo’stau guna asmin: He in whom the

eight qualities of Anima and so forth recline or dwell.
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Thus, the most common grammatically accepted meanings of Siva

are:

* The peaceful one

* Hein whom everything rests or reclines with ease

* Hein whom the auspicious is present

* He who reduces the inauspicious [mental states, actions, conse-
quences]

* Hein whom the eight qualities of Anima and so forth dwell
The eight qualities are:

Anima: the ability to become smaller than the smallest, reducing.
Mahima: the ability to become infinitely large.

Laghima: the ability to become weightless or extremely light.
Prapti: the ability to instantaneously travel, or be anywhere at will.
Prakamya: the ability to achieve or realise whatever one desires.
ISitva: the ability to control the minds and thoughts of beings.

Vasitva: the ability to control all the elements or natural forces.
Further grammatical meanings of Siva that can be validly derived:
* He who bestows [happiness etc.], the generous one

* He who sharpens [one’s insight]

* The good or splendid ($obhana, Siyana on RV 1.31.1)

1



3.4. Siva as Kalyanakara

Many traditional commentators gloss ‘iva’ als ‘kalyanakara’, ‘he who
brings about kalyana’: auspiciousness, fortune, bliss’. Thus, it is worth-

while to have a closer look at some of the meanings of ‘kalyana’:
Kalya (from vkal) + ana ($abda):

* agreeable sound made in the morning, the auspicious sound [of
nature, the birds etc.] of the early morning

* tospeak in agreement

* to express oneself beautifully

* to express oneself artfully, artistically
3.5. Siva as Mangala

Amarasithha considers Siva’ a synonym of ‘kalyana’, ‘mangala’ and
ten other words having similar meanings related to ‘auspiciousness’,
‘benefit’

‘mangala’ is derived from the root Vmag in the sense of ‘gati’ (to move)
with the suffix ac (a) in accordance with Unadi-Satra 5.70 margeralac.

The basic meaning is defined in two ways:

* ‘mangati hitirtham iti’, ‘to move for the benefit (of others)’
* ‘mangati dur-adrstam anena asmad iti’, ‘through this — through
auspiciousness — negative adrsta or the invisible, delayed karmic

consequences are moved away, i.e. they recede or dissolve.” In this

12

sense it is a synonym of punya or merit.
3.6. Siva as explained by Sankaracarya

Parts of the well-known Rudrasikta of the Yajurveda are repeated in
the Svetagvatara-Upanisad. A commentary on the Upanisad is attrib-
uted to Saﬁkaricﬁrya. We thus have a direct explanation of the word

‘Siva’ by the great commentator himself.
He explains $iva tanaly’, ‘the auspicious aspect’ to mean:

avidya-tatkarya-vinirmukta sac-cid-anandadvaya-brahma-rapa
[The aspect of Consciousness] free from ignorance and its con-
sequences, whose nature is the nondual Brahman or Absolute

Reality of Being, Consciousness and Bliss.

Furthermore, in his commentary on Mandakya-Upanisad 7,

Sankaracarya explains Siva’ as:

‘bheda-vikalpa-rahita’

‘free of any notions of difference or duality’

in reference to the fourth or all-transcending state of Absolute Con-

sciousness.



; Siva in the Vedas

The way Siva’ is used in the Vedas is always in the sense of ‘auspicious,

good’, often as an adjective of ‘sakh’, ‘friend’.

Rgveda 1.31.1a-b:

AR vgHl Rt FREET gamtmE: fe: |t |

tvdm agne prathamoé dngira r'sir devé devanam abhavah $ivah sdkha |

You, O Agni, were the earliest Angiras, a Rsi; a Deva yourself,

you became the Devas’ good Friend.
Rgveda 1.53.11a:

9 el AT qEtae Rradan s |

yd udrcindra devigopah sdkhayaste Sivitama 4sama |

May we protected by the Devas hereafter remain your very best

($ivatama) friends, O Indra.

These are all the Rgvedic passages where iva’ is used as an adjec-
tive for ‘sakha’, friend: Rgveda 1.53.11a; 1.31.1a-b; 1.108.5; 3.58.6;
4.10.8;5.12.5; 6.45.17; 7.22.9; 8.93.3; 10.3.4; 10.23.7; 10.25.9; 10.34.2;
10.95.15; 10.124.2.

SIVA WITH FAMILY
Siva with Parvati, Ganapati and Kumira.

Ancient Nepali Statue in Private Collection @ Himalayan Art Resources



Rgveda 1.79.2¢-d:

Ry EdaERRETEdr fre: Eades |
Sivabhir nd smdyamanabhir agat pitanti mihah standyanty abhra |
With auspicious, smiling drops he comes: the waters fall, the

clouds utter their thunder.

In Rgveda 1.117.3, the expression ‘asivasya mayaly, ‘the deceptions of
the inauspicious one’ is used. Here Sayana glosses ‘asiva’ as ‘duhkha-

karin’, ‘one who causes suffering’.
Rgveda 1.141.2 addressed to Agni:

et 99: fagwTtered o1 29 fdfaw aartarg 99y |
prksé vipuh pitumannitya  Saye dvitiyama saptdsivasu matr'su |
Wonderful, rich in nourishment, he dwells in nourishment; sec-

ondly, in the seven auspicious Mothers is his home.
Rgveda 1.187.3 addressed to divine Nourishment:

34 : forqan = Rra: Rrahifant: |

TEANRIERTT: Tt Rl EAn |

upa nah pitava cara §ivdh $ivabhiratibhih |

mayobhdr advisenydh sikha susévo ddvayah |

Come hitherward to us, O Nourishment, auspicious with auspi-

cious help, bringing joy, free of aversion, a dear friend without
duplicity.

Here Sayana glosses ‘§iva’ as ‘mangala’.

5 Siva-Sadaksara-Stotra:

The Praise of Siva’s Six-Syllable (Mantra)

ER fargegth M st aiv: |

FHTAE HIETE 99 R A 99: || 20

omkaram bindu-samyuktam nityam dhyayanti yoginah
kamadam moksadam caiva omkaraya namo namah

The syllable OM with the bindu: Ever do the Yogis meditate upon

this, which grants the fulfilment of desires as well as liberation — hom-
age upon homage to the syllable OM.

I TSl <A AT T |
A AT Gt AHE A A 0 R

namanti rsayo deva namanty apsarasim ganah

nard namanti deveSam nakaraya namo namah

The syllable NA: The Rsis, the Devas, the hosts of Apsaras, and
humans bow to the Lord of the Gods — homage upon homage to the
syllable NA.

HETdd HETHTH HETSHTH qE0Td |
HETIT9EL 3d HRTOT 9 a9: | %
mahadevam mahatmanam mahadhyianam parayanam

mahapapaharam devam makaraya namo namah

The syllable MA: [They bow to] the Great Deva, of Great Nature,

whose Meditation is Great, the supreme goal, the Deva who removes
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even the greatest of evils — homage upon homage to the syllable MA.

R 2T ST FETGIERRRA, |
RIaA®YE A BRI /87 a8: 1 ¢ ||
Sivam $§antam jagannatham lokanugrahakarakam

sivam ekapadam nityam $ikaraya namo namah

The syllable SI: Siva, the peaceful, the Lord of the world, who grants
his grace to the world, the peaceful nondual state, the eternal — hom-

age upon homage to the syllable SI.

T8 T 96 I1gfh: HUSTU |
qTH ARG &F FHT A9 a1 1Y ||
vahanam vrsabho yasya vasukih kanthabhasanam

vame $aktidharam devam vakaraya namo namah

The syllable VA: He whose vehicle is the Bull, he whose throat is
adorned by [the great serpent] Vasuki, the Deva on whose left [side]

abides the Feminine Energy — homage upon homage to the syllable
VA.

991 99 Redl 3 Gaad) HET: |
9| TT&: FEaTE FHE TH A9 1 &

yatra yatra sthito devah sarvavyapi mahesvarah

yo guruh sarvadevanam yakaraya namo namah

The syllable YA: Wherever the Deva is present, the all-pervading
Great Lord, he who is the Teacher of all the Gods — homage upon
homage to the syllable YA.

18

SeaiHe &I a: qslepadfaet |
RITSHRAATHI =T |8 Jigd |l o |
sadaksaram idam stotram yah pathecchiva-samnidhau

Siva-lokam avapnoti $ivena saha modate

One who recites this Praise of the Six-Syllable [Mantra] in the pres-
ence of Siva attains the realm of Siva and delights in union with Siva
[Absolute Consciousness].

Ot Namab Sz'vdya in the Tirumantiram

The Tirumantiram, an important Tamil scripture, explains that:
“His feet are the letter Na. His navel is the letter Ma. His shoulders are
the letter Si. His mouth, the letter Va. His radiant cranial center aloft

is Ya. Thus is the five-lettered form of Siva.”

-Tirumantiram 941



FIVE-HEADED SIVA
The five heads of Siva reveal the many different paths to realising the nature of Consciousness.

Nepali Artwork, ca. 1400-1499, Rubin Musenm @ Himalayan Art Resources

PRAYER 0 GODDESS SARASVATI 1o
INCREASE our INTELLIGENCE



GODDESS SARASVATI, THE SANSKRIT LANGUAGE PERSONIFIED
Ancient Nepali Painting of Goddess Sarasvati © Himalayan Art Resounrces

PRAYER 0o GODDESS SARASVATI ¢o
INCREASE our INTELLIGENCE

%0 AHEN RS S FIFHICGLATA |
g wred o fargE = 2R A

orh namaste $arade devi kasmira-pura-vasini |

tvam aharh prarthaye nityam vidya-danarh ca dehi me ||

Om Obeisance to you, O Goddess Sirada,
You who are like the Full-Moon in Autumn,
You who dwell in the Region of Ka$mir!

I ever beseech you: Grant me the gift of knowledge!
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