Rasa

The term `rasa` has many meanings, some very profound, others more ordinary and popular.
Let us begin with the ordinary first. For most of us today, rasa means taste, juice, nectar or
sap. This is the meaning which we find in most of the dictionaries, including the Monier
Williams dictionary of Sanskrit terminology. In addition to the above meanings, Monier
Williams’ explanation also provides for ``marrow, water, liquid, elixir, quintessence of
human body, semen, and taste or flavour`` as other meanings of rasa.
The term rasa for students and practitioners of art and music has an entirely different
meaning. The term denotes a set of human emotions. The art and practice of theatre, dance,
music, literature and sculpture, among other genres, are structured on these rasas. According
to Naṭyashastra, an ancient text on the art of theatre, Brahma created natyaveda by taking
rasa (sentiment) from the Atharvaveda. The Naṭyashastra (chapter 6.15) cites eight
sentiments (rasa) in drama: shringara (erotic), hasya (comic), karuṇa (pathos), raudra
(fury), vira (courage), bhayanaka (terrible), bibhatsa (odious) and adbhuta (spectacular).
In Ayurveda, rasa means the “taste” of a plant (for example, sweet or bitter). The terms finds
mention widely in the ayurvedic literature such as the Sushruta-saṃhita and Charakasaṃhita. In the ayurvedic literature, rasa also stands for all circulating fluids in the body
including the fluid portion of blood. Likewise, rasa is also the minutest and essential fraction
of properly digested food. Rasa-shastra (रसशास्त्र) is an important branch of Ayurveda,
specialising in chemical interactions with herbs, metals and minerals.
But all these different meanings derive from the foundational meaning of rasa –i.e.,it is one of
the two foundational blocks of creation. Without rasa, no creation is possible. In Vedic vijnana,
rasa is the basic element by which creation takes place; rasa is abhu. Hence, there is
considerable reference to rasa in the Vedic texts. Pandit Madhusudan Ojha has explained this
meaning of rasa in great depth in Brahmavinaya, Brahmasamanvya, Brahmachatushpadhi and
Sharirikavijnana.
Rishi Kumar Mishra, who was deeply influenced by both Pandit Madhusudan Ojha and
Pandit Moti Lal Shastri, in his work, The Cosmic Matrix, explains the term lucidly, locating
the discussion of its meaning and importance in the context of creation. Rasa and bala,
according to him, are the two foundational blocks of all creation. (We will be discussing bala
in the coming week). He points out that in the process of creation, both these elements (and
sometimes more) are intertwined or exist simply side by side. One thing is however certain: ``
each of these do not exist without each other. ``
In the context of creation, rasa is also Brahma and bala is karma. Brahma is devoid of any
motion or activity, is free of turbulence and hence is permeated with amrita, an eternal state
bereft of motion. On the other hand, bala or karma is never still, it is continuously in motion,
changing always; it reflects turbulence and restlessness. It is bala which joins rasa in the
interface between the two, not the other way round. Bala comes into existence on the basis of
rasa, but interface with bala does not generate any disturbance or other kind of effect in rasa.

Brahma, which is filled with rasa, remains a self-sufficient and independent entity at all
times. All relationships in the physical universe are between one bala and another. In other
words, these relationships are caused by the interface between one form of motion or action
and another form of motion or action. The union of rasa and bala is enduring, and the two are
never separated.
It is explained in The Cosmic Matrix that in this union when rasa dominates, three purusha
structures emerge: awyaya, akshara and kshara and when bala becomes dominant, maya,
prakriti and shakti emerge1. ``The interface between awyaya, akshara and kshara and maya,
shakti and prakriti marks the beginning of the process of creation and the emergence of the
cosmos.``
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All these terms will be explained here in the coming weeks. You may also like to refer to The Cosmic Matrix
and Before the Beginning and After the End by Rishi Kumar Mishra. Both these works are available on our
website in the Resources section.

