Solar power – yoga style
May we attain that excellent glory of Savitar the God:
So may he stimulate our prayers.

If you were to ask the average person in a western street to name the most oft-repeated prayer in the world, the chances are that the answer would be the Lord’s Prayer. But that answer would almost certainly be wrong. While there can be no accurately measurable statistics on such a subject (after all, who knows what prayers the faithful use in their private devotions) the general consensus seems to be that the most frequently repeated prayer in the world is the Gayatri Mantra.

Many – perhaps most - yogis have at least vaguely heard of the Gayatri Mantra. Several will have heard it chanted or sung on CD or in class without realising exactly what they were listening to. Fewer perhaps actually know where the Gayatri Mantra comes from, what it means, and what its significance is to modern yoga practitioners.
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Perhaps the first question for anyone who knows the mantra in its original Sanskrit is “why is it called Gayatri?”. The word Gayatri appears nowhere in the mantra itself nor does a search of a Sanskrit dictionary give us much help. In fact “Gayatri” is the name of the poetic metre in which the mantra was originally composed – three lines, each of eight syllables.  At least in theory, any mantra made up of three lines of eight syllables is a “gayatri” mantra. But, of course, only one of them is the Gayatri Mantra. “Gayatri”, however, can also mean “she who protects the singer”: in other words, Gayatri is also a name of the Divine Mother (depicted left), and the mantra itself is sometimes referred to as “the mother of the Vedas”.
The origins of the Gayatri Mantra go back to what is almost certainly the oldest extant sacred text in any tradition, the Rig Veda. Exactly how old the Rig Veda is has been a matter of academic speculation and theorising for decades or even centuries. Many factors make attempting a precise dating difficult. The most obvious is that the Vedic tradition in India was (and to an extent still is) an oral tradition. Centuries before the sacred texts of India were ever committed to paper, they were passed on orally by memory from father to son and from teacher to student, a tradition which continues to this day in the Brahmin (priestly) caste. When one considers that the Rig Veda contains 1,028 separate hymns – an English translation can occupy almost 1,000 pages – and was only one of the texts transmitted in this way, the immensity of the achievement comes into perspective. 
A second, more subtle, challenge to western scholars’ attempts to date the Rig Veda with any accuracy is the fact that dating the text is something of an alien concept to devout Indians. As far as they are concerned, the Rig Veda forms part of the literature known as shruti – scriptures divinely revealed to seers known as rishis. Indeed, the Rig Veda itself describes its teachings as “timeless”.

Most likely, though, the Rig Veda, or at least its earliest parts, originated in India somewhere between 3000 and 1500 BCE.  Many scholars believe that it, or at least its ideas, were imported into India from the north west, somewhere around 1500 BCE. Support for this theory comes from, amongst other things, the common roots of the Vedic language – Sanskrit – with languages of the Middle East, and even some European languages, and the correlation between some of the deities venerated in the Rig Veda with deities venerated in ancient Persia. Other scholars, relying on astronomical and geographical references in the text itself, date the Rig Veda much earlier than this and see its roots in the ancient civilisation of the north western Indian peninsular (now Pakistan) which has come to be known as the Indus Valley civilisation.  We will probably never know the answer with any degree of accuracy and, as already mentioned, devout Indians would argue that there is no answer. What is clear is that the text is of considerable antiquity.

The words of the Gayatri Mantra itself appear in Book 3, Hymn 62, Verse 10 of the Rig Veda:

“Tat savitur varenyam bhargo devasya dhimahi dhiyo yo nah pracodayat”.

The translation given at the beginning of this article is from Ralph Griffith’s celebrated translation of the Rig Veda from 1889 (revised in 1896).  But what do the Sanskrit words themselves actually mean, how are they interpreted and how has this single line of all the many thousands of lines of the Rig Veda achieved the importance which it now enjoys?
Let’s take a look at the words one by one:

Tat – that

Savitur – of the energy of the sun, or of the sun as deity

Varenyam – splendid, wondrous

Bhargo – the spirit dwelling within the sun, the light of knowledge that dissolves fear or ignorance

Devasya – of the divine

Dhimahi – we call to mind, we meditate on

Dhiyo – inner vision

Yo – who

Nah – our

Pracodayat – may he guide and direct

As is often the case with Sanskrit, the order of the words makes an immediate literal reading of the verse tricky, but we can summarise the meaning as:
“We call to mind and meditate on (dhimahi) that (tat) wondrous light and spirit (varenyam bhargo) of the divine solar energy (devasya savitur). May he guide and direct (pracodayat) our (nah) inner vision (dhiyo).”
Commonly, an extra line is added at the beginning of the Vedic verse containing the sacred syllable OM and three seed sounds bhur, bhuvah and svah, collectively known as the maha vyahritis, or the “great utterances”. These three syllables are said to be the seed sounds of earth, sky and heaven respectively, and to represent within the human individual the three levels of matter, energy (prana) and mind. So a full translation of the mantra as commonly used would be:

“OM. On each of the three levels of existence, we call to mind and meditate on that wondrous light and spirit of the divine solar energy. May he guide and direct our inner vision”.
We can see, therefore, that at its root the Gayatri Mantra is an invocation of the power of the sun. Here, it is important to note that, in Vedic times, the principal deities worshipped were not deities such as Krishna, Ganesh or Shiva, but were the much more elemental forces of Agni (fire), Vayu (wind) and Indra (thunder and lightning). Savitri or Savitar (of which Savitur is the genitive), although featuring less often than Agni, Vayu or Indra, was venerated in the Vedas as the sun deity (“the many-rayed one” who “chases from us all distress and sorrow”
). Of course, in Vedic times these elemental forces were matters of huge importance and great mystery: surely only divine or demonic forces could generate the massive potential energies of fire, wind, lightning and the sun? What, then, could be more natural than to wish to propitiate those forces through prayer and ritual?  And the heart of the Vedic religion was exactly that: propitiation of the deified natural forces through prayer and precise ritual.  It was with this in mind that the Gayatri became the heart of ceremonies at the beginning and end of the day – welcoming in the light and energy of the sun in the morning; bidding it farewell in the evening.
As time went by, the propitiation of Vedic deities such as Agni and Indra (and Savitri) through external ritual came to be challenged (not least by the Buddha and his early followers) as a necessary means of salvation. Instead, Indian philosophy began to look inward, exploring the nature of the Self, and, in the process, giving us many of the ideas we frequently encounter in yoga today, including the koshas and the prana vayus, as well as expounding the doctrines of karma and rebirth. On the face of it, therefore, outward devotion to Savitri assumed less importance – yet the Gayatri Mantra continued to form an essential part of Indian devotional practice, and does so to the present day. That seems to call for an explanation.
At the most superficial level, the explanation can be as simple as the fact that tradition had hallowed the use of the Gayatri Mantra; or, in other words, people were used to chanting it as a prayer and using it as a mantra for meditation, the sun continued to rise and set each day to remind them of it, so why should a shift in the emphasis of Indian philosophy affect their daily practices? After all, chanting a mantra costs nothing, whereas many of the Vedic rituals which fell into disuse were costly and elaborate. However, there is also a deeper answer which lies in the essential core of the teachings of the texts known as the Upanishads, which followed the Vedas and were the teachings which first moved the philosophical emphasis inward from external ritual to the knowledge of the Self.
“Upanishad” literally means “to sit down near”, a reference to the tradition of the teachings being passed on orally by teacher to disciple. Over the centuries, hundreds of texts were given the “Upanishad” name, but a group of early Upanishads (the number varies, but usually around 12 or 13) became widely known as the “principal Upanishads”. Like the Vedas, we have no definite knowledge about when they originated – as the scholar Patrick Olivelle puts it in the introduction to his translation of some of the Upanishads "any dating of the Upanishads that attempts a precision closer than a few centuries is as stable as a house of cards" - but a reasonable estimate is that the principal Upanishads were composed during the period 700 BCE to the beginning of the Common Era (or, another way of looking at it, during the period from around the birth of the Buddha to the likely date of composition of Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras).     
Two of the key philosophical ideas which originate from the Upanishads are the concepts of Brahman and Atman. Brahman (not to be confused with the deity Brahma or the priestly order Brahmins) is a complex term, but in the Upanishads comes to mean absolute or supreme reality, the unchanging universal core essence. Atman, in contrast, is the Self: the unchanging individual core essence, and much of the content of the principal Upanishads is devoted to speculation and theory about the nature of that Self.  
A word often used in the Upanishads to signify Brahman is the simple word “tat”, which literally means “that”, a word which we have also seen in the Gayatri Mantra itself. Although the Upanishads contain many different theories and ideas, perhaps the most consistent philosophical principle which has been distilled from the Upanishads is the principle that Brahman and Atman are one and the same. This principle perhaps first really came to the fore in the Brahma Sutras of the second century BCE and formed one of the core aspects of the eighth century teachings of Shankara, one of the main proponents of what became known as the Advaita (or non-dual) Vedanta school of Indian philosophy. It is articulated in some of the most celebrated sayings from the Upanishads – the mahavakyas (“great sayings”) of which two of the earliest and most famous are aham brahmasmi (“I am Brahman”) from the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad and tat tvam asi (“you are that”) from the Chandogya Upanishad.

How does all this relate to the Gayatri Mantra? The Chandogya Upanishad, one of the earliest of the principal Upanishads, addresses both the significance of the sun and of the Gayatri. In book 3, chapter 11, the Upanishad teaches that, for the one who knows the “inner teaching of Brahman”, the sun neither rises nor sets, for it is always daytime.  Book 3, chapter 12 tells us that “the Gayatri is all this, all that has come into existence. What the Gayatri is, the earth is. What the earth is, the body is. What the body is, the heart is. What is called Brahman is the space that is outside a person. The space that is outside a person is the space that is within a person. The space that is within a person is the space that is within the heart. It is the full, the unmoving.”

So, teach the Upanishads, our individual core essence (Atman) is one and the same as the universal core essence (Brahman). That which is outside us is also within us, within our heart, unified and inseparable as the salt in the ocean or the milk in the butter.  As the father of Svetaketu taught his son in one of the most famous extracts from the Upanishads
, having asked him to break a fruit from a banyan tree to extract the seeds, then to break a seed to find nothing visible inside, “on this subtle part – the subtle part which you do not see – rests the great banyan tree. This subtle part… is the self. You are that (“tat tvam asi”), Svetaketu.”  
As the subtle, invisible part of the seed is our true essence, both Atman and Brahman, so repetition of the Gayatri Mantra (which is itself “all that has come into existence”) serves to remind us that “that wondrous light and spirit (varenyam bhargo) of the divine solar energy” which we ask to “guide and direct our inner vision” is not some remote, external force but is our own, individual true core essence. Perhaps the deeper meaning of the Gayatri Mantra can be summed up in another verse from the Chandogya Upanishad:
“The light which shines beyond the sky, behind all, behind everything, in the unsurpassed highest worlds, is the same that is the light within the person”.

That light is the radiant, powerful, transformative light of the sun; the “wondrous spirit” of Savitri which not only illuminates earth, sky and heaven, and matter, energy and mind, but is within each of us, illuminating and radiating from our heart. And, as well as honouring the rejuvenating warmth and light of the external sun, it is that powerful, radiant, rejuvenating and transforming inner light which we remember every time we chant, or meditate on, the Gayatri Mantra, the “mother of the Vedas”.
As I write this, I realise that the sun has emerged from behind the clouds of what has hitherto been a grey day.  At the same time, I realise how much brighter I feel in myself than I did earlier.  That is a transformation which I am sure all of us easily recognise. The external light reminds us of, and reawakens, our inner light. Maybe we should all pay the power of the sun more regular homage than we do. And what better way to do that than a daily morning repetition of the most ancient homage to solar energy – external and internal – known to humankind? 
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