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Y oung ’uns, you will herein find


O ld wisdom to calm a jumpy mind;


G et ready, go! Let faith be your guide –


A ll the bestest, enjoy the ride!
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Right. Let’s Kick This Off, Shall We?


Hello there! How wonderful, that of ALL the possible books you could have picked up, you chose THIS one! Congratulations! And now that you’re here, rest assured that you are in for a fun, exciting, very unusual, and ultimately happy-making ride.


Yeah, yeah, yeah. That’s what they always say, right? But this one’s different. No, seriously.


Still sceptical? Tell you what, let me give you the ‘elevator pitch’* about the Yoga Sutras. Let me tell you, in very few words, and using bullet points (because according to all the marketing and advertising and education and social media gurus out there, the Instagram Reels generation – that means YOU – has a VERY short attention span), the things you might expect to gain once you’ve read this book.


First off, as a title, Yoga Sutras sounds suitably venerable and hoary, but it also, let’s admit it, sounds unfamiliar, possibly boring, and more than a little scary. Here’s the alternative click-bait title to get your attention: Maharishi P’s* Ultimate Handbook of Mind Control. Ooooh.


Now for the rewards waiting for you at the end of this book, assuming you have followed its instructions well:




	A mind like a still, clear mountain lake (like in those screensavers);


	Some v. cool Asanas for the mind (and none for your body – because those are just so mainstream, amirite?) that will help it make your body listen to you – every time;


	A comprehensive list of the things that muddy our mind lakes and make us miserable (so that we can then go about eliminating them, and get to point 1);


	An ability to see things as they are and not as they seem (very useful when you’re checking out the number of likes and comments and heart emojis on your friend’s Instagram reels compared with yours, and dying inside);


	
The explosive secret of lasting happiness (PS: It isn’t cooler friends or more money or unlimited free pizzas or getting the top rank in an exam or India winning the Cricket World Cup); and


	Mystical powers (Not even kidding. But since most of us will probably get to that Sage Vishwamitra-Durvasa-Vashishta-Agastya stage only a few dozen lifetimes hence, it’s best not to put too much hope in that direction).





And those are just the highlights. I. Mean!


Thank you for your time.
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So, did it work, the elevator pitch about the Yoga Sutras? You’re nodding, some of you. And some look as yet unconvinced, but quite intrigued. Whatever. We have your attention, and that’s what counts. Hurray!


Have to admit, though, that Maharishi P would have mightily disapproved of the word count of this pitch. The man believed intensely in keeping things crisp and concise – if he’d been around today, he would have totally trended on Twitter for his ability to put a deep, luminous truth about the human psyche into a three-word, way-less-than-140-character sutra. In other words, he was the patron saint of your very-limited-attention-span generation, hundreds of years before you were a thing.


Right. Are you all set to dive into the shining, shimmering depths of a whole new world – the crumpled, layered, confounding, topsy-turvy, hall-of-mirrors expanse of the human mind? Do you have the courage it takes to explore a dazzling place you never knew? Are you possessed of the open mind and heart required to take in a new, fantastic point of view without bias or judgement? Can you muster up the commitment needed to undertake the long, arduous, rewarding journey towards absolute fearlessness and freedom that Maharishi P promises all dedicated travellers along this path?


Yes? What are you standing about for, then? Let’s go!




So What’s the Big Deal About the Yoga Sutras?


(Plus, can we please finally spill the tea on the P – in the mysterious Maharishi’s name, i.e.?)


Uh-hunh. You will have to cool your heels a wee bit longer before we spill the tea, sorree!* To keep you engaged and entertained in the meantime, here’s a fun quiz. All you have to do is pick one of the answer options and hope that it’s the right one. Actually, it doesn’t even matter if your answers are wrong – there are no prizes to be won here if you’re mostly right, and no shame if you’re largely wrong. Everyone taking the quiz wins the ‘prize’ of knowing a lot more about the Yoga Sutras by the end of the quiz than they did when they began, that’s all. And that’s the hallmark of the best kind of quiz, right?


Right. Let’s go.




	Had you ever heard of the Yoga Sutras before you came upon it in the title of this book?



	Vaguely, somewhere, maybe in a history lesson.


	Never heard of it.


	
Yes! And I also know what P stands for (but don’t worry, I’m not telling)!







	This question is for those of you who picked option (c) as the answer in the previous question – and for everyone who didn’t. What, in your understanding, are the Yoga Sutras?



	A fat text describing every yogAsana in the world (I hear it has some great illustrations too, of ancient human pretzels who could fold themselves into all kinds of shapes).


	A slim text describing the 10 Original and Authentic Asanas (Did you know that most of the postures everyone contorts themselves into these days in their yoga classes are not the ‘real deal’, in the sense that they have nothing to do with the Yoga Sutras?).


	A fat text describing ways in which to control your mind, among other things (This one, surely! Did you think I wasn’t smart enough to make some intelligent deductions from the alternative title you provided in the previous chapter? – Reader of this book).


	A slim text describing ways in which to control your mind, among other things (Ha! Did you think I wasn’t smart enough to bowl you a googly? – Author of this book).







	What does the word ‘yoga’ mean?



	The most boring period in a schoolday.


	Different things, depending on whom you asked in ancient India.


	
The most fun period in a schoolday.


	A class my mum goes to and swears she lurrrves (although I suspect what she really lurrrves is the fact that she gets to hang out with her friends after).







	What does the word ‘sutra’ mean?



	It’s the same thing as a shloka (Or is it the same thing as a mantra? Actually, aren’t shloka and mantra identical?).


	I know it’s a word that gets added on to a lot of fusty old Indian texts, but I’ve never thought about what it means.


	A thread.


	I have absolutely no idea.










All done? Have you picked your answers? Now let’s see what the correct answers are.


Of course, Question 1 has no ‘right’ answer. You either knew about the Yoga Sutras (YS) or you didn’t. If you chose option (c), hurray for you! If you chose option (a), that’s great too (although the mind is such a trickster, it may be fooling you into thinking you’ve heard the name before even if you haven’t, because it can’t bear the thought of picking option (b) and admitting it doesn’t know something). If you picked option (b), there’s absolutely no shame in it. The YS aren’t very well known at all among the general public. (If you had said, for instance, that you had never heard of the Bhagavat Gita or the Quran or the Bible or the Guru Granth Sahib, that would be somewhat concerning, but the Yoga Sutras are definitely not what you would call ‘popular ancient literature’, even in India.)


On to Question 2, to which the right answer is… option (d)! Yes, the YS make up an ultra-slim text, its 195 (or 196, depending on whom you ask) sutras, each with an average length of six words, adding up to no more than 1,200 words. IN ALL!


You heard that right – 1,200 words. That’s about the length of a school essay – it can’t surely be the length of an ENTIRE ancient text! It is, though. There’s more. Consider this. If you wrote the sutras out, in run-on sentences, on lined A4 paper, they would just about cover ONE A4-size page, back-to-back! Just as a comparison, the Gita has 700 four-line verses, and a word count of close to 21,000 words. Yet the Gita is considered to be a concise little text, especially when held up against the Great Indian Family Saga it is embedded in, the Mahabharata, which has 100,000 verses, and – hold your breath – close to 1.8 million words!


No wonder the YS never made the bestseller cut, you’re thinking – they certainly didn’t have the physical heft that their competition does, and maybe not the literary or philosophical one either?* Not true. The very fact that the YS have survived for hundreds of years, and, despite ups and downs over the centuries, are still being talked about and studied and exalted in the twenty-first century, not just by Indians but by passionate scholars and followers all over the world (in fact, the YS and the Gita are arguably the best-known ancient Indian texts outside of India), tells us something about the strength and staying power of their content.


And what is that content? The most mind-blowing content of all! The YS give you the answers to humanity’s oldest, most existential questions:




	Who am I, really?


	What is this universe around me, really?


	What is the point of life, really?


	Is death, that scary, scary point of no return that we are ALL hurtling towards – from the very moment we are born – yup, NO ONE and NOTHING gets out of here alive – the absolute ‘THE END’? Really? (Please say no, please, pretty please!)





Oh-kay, you’re saying. But don’t the Upanishads and the Gita also answer the very same questions? They do (smart of you to catch that!). And very lucidly at that. Let’s pause for a moment here to quickly summarize their answers.




	You are not your body or your mind, you are something deeper than your deepest feelings, wiser than your wisest thoughts, you are that which is unchangeable, invincible, perfectly blissful, and eternal.


	The universe – or the universe as it appears to you – is as real or unreal as you want it to be, given that YOU are constructing it, constantly, in your mind; it exists because YOU are conscious of it, it has no independent existence apart from you. (Wait, what?)


	
The point of life is to understand what is really real and what only appears to be real – when you do, you will see that, at the very core of your being, you are no different from anyone or anything else in the world, and that no one and nothing in the world is different from you. Then there will be no more fear – because we only fear the ‘other’ – and when fear doesn’t guide our actions, bliss, which is our original and true state, will automatically result.


	As for death, refer to Answer 1. The last word of the answer, in particular. Now quit hyperventilating.





Right. Are the YS’s answers to these questions very different, then? Is that what makes them a must-read text? No. As long as we don’t get too technical about it, the YS hold much the same opinion as the earlier texts.


What makes the YS so different and so important, the real reason their content is so explosive, is that they don’t just tell you this stuff, they also give you the step-by-step lowdown – through processes and practices – on how to experience it for yourself (short answer: by controlling your mind)! I don’t expect you to believe what I’m saying, Maharishi P seems to say in the YS, I know some of it sounds really, like, out there. That’s why I’m inviting you to undertake this most marvellous journey for yourself – here, I’ve even put it all down on this A4-size paper for easy reference.


Except, the sutras are anything but ‘easy’ to comprehend. To make them easy to memorize, the good Maharishi P made the sutras so short that they ended up being very cryptic as well. The whole made for great exam notes, but without the main textbook from which the notes were made (which existed only in the Maharishi’s head), they were very difficult to understand. That’s why, a few centuries later, a sage called Vyasa stepped in to help, with the first and most famous commentary on the YS. (Was this Vyasa the same super-productive Vyasa who compiled and divided the oldest philosophical texts of India, the Vedas, into three* separate units and composed the Mahabharata, while also playing a starring role in it? See box ‘Thank God for Interpreters!’ on page 25 for the answer.)
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Now for Question 3, to which the right answer is…option (b)! Yup, yoga certainly does not mean what it has popularly come to mean today – a set of stretches and postures designed to keep your body supple and your physiological systems in good nick. Or at least, yoga doesn’t only mean that. Postural yoga, which is actually called Asana, is only one of the eight limbs (ashTa-anga) of the yoga system as defined by Maharishi P.


Instead, the Sanskrit word ‘yoga’ has many shades of meaning, which have developed and evolved over time. In a literal sense, it means ‘to join’ or ‘to link’. In fact, the English word ‘yoke’, which means the same thing, can be traced to the same root (see box ‘Sanskrit and English Are Siblings? No Way!’ on page 21). But what is it that is being yoked? And to what? Simply put, yoga is a practice that yokes together body and mind, mind and spirit, your human self with your divine self, the little, fearful, selfish, egotistic, individual ‘i’ that we believe we are, with the vast, universal, fearless, everyone-and-everything-embracing, the-world-is-my-family ‘I’ that is our true nature. Once that union happens, the yoke itself disappears, allowing us to soar free and unfettered.




O Maharishi, What the Deuce! Why Were You Being So Abstruse?


Why, indeed? After all, like any great teacher, the Maharishi would surely have hoped that his painstakingly composed compendium of the ancient practice of yoga, the first of its kind, would serve to enlighten several generations to come, on the subtle art and science of mind control. Why make the sutras so concise, then? And so mystifying? Here’s a fascinating, and perfectly plausible, theory about that.


But first, a little detour to the Phaedrus, a dialogue between the great Greek philosopher Socrates and his interlocutor Phaedrus, as recorded by Socrates’s most famous student, Plato, circa 370 BCE. While narrating an ancient Egyptian myth about the creation of writing to Phaedrus, Socrates talks of how the god Thamus, the king of all Egypt, reacted when the god Theuth arrived to present to him his latest, greatest inventions for humankind – numbers, arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, draughts, dice and letters of the alphabet.


When it was finally the turn of the letters to be presented, a justifiably proud Theuth was fairly shaking with excitement. ‘This invention, O King,’ said Theuth, ‘will make the Egyptians wiser, for I have discovered the elixir of memory!’


To this, Thamus, shaking his head sadly, replied, ‘Oh, my dear Theuth, how your affection for your invention has blinded you to the truth! This invention will produce nothing but forgetfulness in the minds of those who learn to use it, because they will not practise their memory. You have invented an elixir not of memory but of reminding; and you offer your pupils the appearance of wisdom, not true wisdom, for they will read many things without instruction and will therefore seem to know many things, when they are for the most part ignorant, since they are not wise, but only appear wise.’


Neither Thamus nor Socrates were alone in their unease about the letters. A similar concern over the introduction of writing as a means of recording and passing on knowledge was shared deeply by our own ancient seers, who, for thousands of years, had passed on the great wisdoms only through oral instruction.


Was it this conviction, that future generations would first outsource their memories to books, and 2,000 years later, even more comprehensively and frighteningly, to their smartphones, that prompted the Maharishi to keep his sutras cryptic? Did he deliberately keep them mysterious so that they could never truly be understood without instruction from a good teacher? Did he keep them to 1,200 words in the hope that future generations would still have the mental capacity it took to memorize them? There’s a thought!







Who Was the First Indian to Say, ‘I Want It in Writing’?


Very likely someone from the Indus Sarasvati Civilization (ISC), which is, as far as our knowledge goes, the subcontinent’s oldest civilization. Artefacts excavated from ISC cities show clear evidence of a ‘script’ (new work has revealed that this script isn’t made up of the letters of an alphabet, but of pictorial characters, where each character represents a word instead of a sound), but no one has been able to decipher it yet. Somewhat inexplicably, writing seems to have gone underground or disappeared entirely in India after the ISC began to slowly decline some 4,000 years ago.


Until, some 1,200 years later, the written word began to show up again, this time on rock edicts of the Mauryan emperor Ashoka, who ruled from 268 to 232 BCE. This script, which has been deciphered, is called BrAhmi. Unlike the ISC script, this was an alphabetic script, and it was mostly used to write edicts in a language called PrAkrit, popular in north and central India. Ashokan edicts in the south are in Tamil, but the script is still BrAhmi, with a few new letters introduced to accommodate uniquely Tamil sounds.
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This inscription from the Ashoka Pillar in Sarnath, Uttar Pradesh, shows us what the BrAhmi script looked like


Even though we haven’t found hard evidence for BrAhmi before Ashoka’s time, scholars think it is likely it had been around for at least two to three hundred years by then. In other words, BrAhmi was around at the time of Socrates, Plato and Maharishi P. Although it is impossible to know exactly when the Maharishi lived (see box ‘Maharishi P, Man of Mystery’ on page 29), writing was certainly becoming popular in India by the time he arrived on the scene.





Here is a popular shloka from the Maha Upanishad about the difference between the two I’s. So dear was this ancient and deeply Indian sentiment to the founding fathers of our country that they even decided to have it carved into the entrance hall of Parliament, so that everyone who walked in was constantly reminded of it. Write it out, hang it up in your room, say it out loud, and hold it in your heart – not just its words, but also its spirit.


अयं निजः परो वेति गणना लघुचेतसाम्।


उदारचरितानां तु वसुधैव कुटुम्बकम्॥


ayam nijah paro veti gaNanA laghuchetasAm


udAracharitAnAm tu vasudhaiva kuTumbakam


This is my own, that one is the ‘other’, so quibble the small-minded;The large-hearted declare – why, the world itself is my family.


But back to yoga. The word is found extensively in both ancient texts like the Vedas, the Upanishads, the Gita, and the Yoga Sutras (duh!), and more recent ones like the Hatha Yoga Pradipika. It is also part of various Indic* traditions, including YogAchAra (Buddhist), ShramaNa (Jain) and Tantra. Each tradition and each text interprets the philosophy of ‘yoga’ differently. For instance, every chapter of the Bhagavat Gita is named for the particular kind of yoga, or ‘path to union’, that is described in that chapter. In the Katha Upanishad, which is older than the Gita, young Nachiketa is given the knowledge and rules of something called yoga, defined as ‘the control of the senses’, from Yama, the Lord of Death, himself. That knowledge, Yama promises Nachiketa, will free him from death. As for ‘yogis’ – fiercely solitary practitioners of yoga, with their matted hair, emaciated bodies and ascetic lifestyles – they are a vital part of the forest landscapes of the Ramayana.


Can we conclude, then, that yoga originated in Vedic society, which arrived on the world stage after the decline of Meluhha,* a ‘country’ often identified with the ISC? Not necessarily. A tantalizing clue that yoga predates the Vedic civilization, and was well known to the ISC people, comes from a tiny seal retrieved from the excavation of the sprawling city of Mohenjo-daro in the 1920s. Only about an inch square in size – and not even entirely whole – this seal shows a cross-legged figure, surrounded by animals, seated in the classic yogic posture of meditation that is practised to this day! Does India have an unbroken connection with yoga, then, that goes back 5,000 years or more? Very likely! Hold that thought for at least as long as the goosebumps last.




The Ancient Yogi – or Is It Yogini? – of Meluhha


Take a good look at the famous ISC seal below. Many of the animals that surround the figure – elephant, antelope, tiger – are associated with a very popular Hindu god of today. The horns/three-pronged headgear the figure wears could very well represent a trident, a weapon associated with the same god. Plus, this god is often referred to as Adiyogi – or the primordial yogi – and, what do you know, the ancient seal shows a figure in a meditative yogic posture! Excited historians who noticed all this gave the figure the name Pashupati, Lord of the Animals, which is also one of the names of this god. You know who we are talking about, don’t you? That’s right – Shiva!


Let us pause a little here to wonder why animals are called pashu in so many Indian languages. The word comes from pAsha, which is Sanskrit for noose. The pAsha is no ordinary noose, however; it is an ‘astra’ or divine weapon – Ganesha is usually shown holding it (to signify his power to ‘lasso’ any obstacles in our paths and remove them), and so is Yama (to extract our souls from our bodies when we die).
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An impression made from the ‘Pashupati’ seal


It isn’t just animals but also humans who are pashu, for we are all bound, according to Indic philosophy, by the pAsha of samsAra, or the cycle of rebirth, doomed to return to the world over and over again.


Now that you know this, do you see how the name Pashupati can also be read to mean ‘Lord of the noose of samsAra’, which in turn means someone who has mastered his senses, overcome his fears, and is therefore superhuman, divine, eternally free? That’s the ideal, the scriptures tell us, that we all can, and must, aspire to.


Right, back to the little Meluhhan seal. Observe it again, closely. Hmm, could the seated figure be, in fact, female? The bangles it is wearing go all the way up the arms, very similar to the ornamentation displayed by the ‘Dancing Girl of Mohenjo-daro’ (look her up on the internet). Plus, new excavations at Harappan sites like Rakhigarhi in Haryana have revealed that women were buried at the centre of cemeteries and with rather more paraphernalia – pots of food, ornaments, decorative plates – than the men, which seems to indicate that they (women) may have had a higher position in society. Add to this the fact that other Harappan seals show female figures with animals, and that the cult of the mother goddess has always existed in India, and it begins to seem quite plausible that this is a female figure in a yogic pose.


Which theory is your favourite?







Sanskrit and English Are Siblings? No Way!


Yes way! Sure, when you are first introduced to the idea that many, many words in English and Sanskrit have the same root, and in fact, sound similar to each other, it blows your mind a bit. That is because, in India, we are used to thinking of English as the foreigner’s/colonizer’s/modern/‘scientific’ language, and Sanskrit as its exact opposite, a deeply Indian/most ancient/sacred/‘religious’ language. The truth is, though, that both Sanskrit and English – along with many, many other European and Indian languages – are descended from the same, roughly 6,000-year-old, Proto-Indo-European ‘mother language’. Today, close to 46 per cent of the world speaks a language derived from this mother language, and a vast number of those speakers are in India.


Sanskrit – especially its earliest version, Vedic Sanskrit – arrived on the scene well before English, or even its predecessor, Latin, did. Scholars and linguists of every hue have raved about the ‘wondrous structure’ of what is called Classical Sanskrit, which is the Sanskrit we are taught today. Classical Sanskrit was derived from Vedic Sanskrit, but unlike the latter, it was bound by the rules of grammar, syntax and metre. All these rules – no less than 3,996 of them! – are contained in the sage Panini’s famous book of linguistics, Ashtadhyayi. In fact, the word ‘Sanskrit’ itself is the anglicized and abbreviated version of ‘samskrita bhAsha’, which means ‘perfectly constructed language’.


If Classical Sanskrit, taught and used only by scholars, became the language of literature and scripture, PrAkrit, which means ‘natural’, was the language of the common people. Without rules to constrain it, PrAkrit, also derived from Vedic Sanskrit, morphed into many PrAkrits, which eventually developed into languages such as Hindi, Urdu, Bengali, Odia, Assamese, Punjabi, Gujarati, Kashmiri, Marathi, Sindhi and Nepali.


Here are some sets of words, in Sanskrit, English and Hindi respectively, that sound very similar to each other: mAtr, mother, mAtA; nAma, name, nAm; trINi, three, tIn; samartha, smart, samarth; manas, mind, mann; samah, same, samAn; sevA, serve, sevA; bandha, bond, bandhan; prashansA, praise, prashansA; patha, path, path; sarpa, serpent, sarp; bhrAtr, brother, bhai; sthiti, state, sthiti.


And this is just the tip of the iceberg! Start putting together your own list now!
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The words ‘PrAkrit’ and ‘Sanskrit’ written in BrAhmi on the Mandsaur stone inscription of Yashodharman Vishnuvardhana, 532 CE





Which brings us, very neatly, to question 4 of our quiz. And the answer to that is… That’s right, option (c) – the Sanskrit word ‘sutra’ indeed means ‘thread’.*


With reference to yoga, how can we understand ‘sutra’? We can read it as the unbroken thread of practice and philosophy that connects us, the current inhabitants of the subcontinent, to its most ancient inhabitants. We can read it as the shining, life-giving river-thread that flows through the many-hued, many-layered, ever-changing but, somehow, beautifully harmonious fabric of India’s civilizational history, affirming yet again our commitment to the idea that we are each of us only a part of the whole – no different from and neither superior nor inferior to anyone or anything else; and that our individual welfare lies in yoking ourselves and our efforts to the welfare of everyone and everything else. (For real-life examples, look no further than the climate crisis and the successful, pan-global quest for the Covid vaccine.)


Specifically with reference to Maharishi P’s Yoga Sutras, we could read ‘sutra’ simply as a ‘string’ of clearly laid-out steps – unembellished by elaborate ‘pearls’ of explanation – to help us achieve control of our minds, creating in the process a strong, unbreakable link with our highest selves, so that we become the very, very best version of ourselves.


Now then, ready to explore some ancient Indian ‘string’ theory? Come on!




Thank God for Interpreters!


Maharishi P, for various reasons, some of which we have discussed, chose to keep the sutras of the YS compact and cryptic. Future generations might have lost the great wisdoms of this marvellous little text entirely if it hadn’t been for the interpreters of the YS, who took it upon themselves to expound and elaborate on the sutras as they understood them. The earliest and most authoritative commentary, the Vyasa Bhashya (bhAshya is Sanskrit for ‘commentary’) dates back to around the fifth century CE.


Was the sage who put together this commentary the same Veda Vyasa who is believed to have compiled the Vedas and dictated the Mahabharata to the divine scribe, Ganesha? Many people believe that is so. Others say it could not be, since the texts were composed hundreds of years apart. Maybe the author of the Vyasa Bhashya used Vyasa’s name to give his commentary more credibility. Maybe ‘Vyasa’ was a title, an honorific, given to (or adopted by) great scholars in the centuries following the original Vyasa.


By the way, the original Vyasa’s given name was not Vyasa but Krishna – Krishna Dvaipayana, ‘Krishna of the Island’. He was so named because he was born on a river island, to the beautiful fisherwoman Satyavati (who was also called Matsyagandhi, the fish-scented one, because, quite naturally, she smelt strongly of fish). Krishna Dvaipayana, or Veda Vyasa, was the father of the three princes of the great Kuru dynasty – Dhritarashtra (whose sons were the Kauravas), Pandu (whose sons were the Pandavas) and Vidura.


Whoever the Vyasa of the Bhashya was, his wonderful commentary has been considered the ‘official’ version for so long that many scholars have speculated that it was in fact Maharishi P himself who wrote it, under a pseudonym. This isn’t likely, though, given the difference in the language of the two texts. Plus, all the other commentaries on the YS that were written in the centuries after, while they differed from the Bhashya in small ways, never countered the original interpretation in any of its fundamental aspects.


This is quite unusual in the Indian knowledge tradition. For example, even though Adi Shankara, the eighth-century Vedic scholar and teacher, was such a towering genius, the basic philosophy of his commentary on the Upanishads – Advaita – was challenged by other great commentaries that followed, like the ones by Ramanujacharya (VishishTAdvaita) and Madhvacharya (Dvaita), each of which has its own committed set of followers in India today. For any one person’s view on anything to stand for centuries, like Vyasa’s has, and not to be roundly challenged by someone or, more often, by several someones, is very rare. Why do you think we are called the ‘argumentative Indians’?*


Among the other commentaries on the YS, the best known are the Vivarana, dating back to the eighth or ninth century and believed, by some scholars, to have been composed by Adi Shankara himself; the Tattva Vaisharadi, by Vachaspati Mishra of Mithila (present-day Bihar), also circa ninth century; and the Raja Martanda, composed in the eleventh century by that greatest of philosopher-kings of medieval India, Raja Bhoja, after whom the city of Bhopal is named. Around the same period, another commentary on the YS was written by a rather unexpected scholar in a rather unexpected language. The language was Arabic, and the author, the medieval Arab traveller, scientist and polymath, Al-Biruni! Clearly, the best literature has always transcended borders of every kind.


Although the YS have been around for close to 2,000 years, if not more, they have gone through their own ups and downs through the millennia as far as their popularity is concerned. While a good many commentaries on them continued to be composed right up to the sixteenth century, the British, when they began to rule India and take a more than casual interest in her ancient texts in the eighteenth century, found no living tradition of the YS, no teachers around who were teaching this particular text. In the intervening 200 years, the YS had inexplicably gone underground.


Fortunately for us, the YS were rescued from relative obscurity and vibrantly revived by the charismatic Swami Vivekananda, who is also credited with taking Indian philosophy to the Western world, in a most emphatic way, towards the end of the nineteenth century. The baton was then picked up by the great practitioners and teachers of yoga such as Tirumalai Krishnamacharya, the HaTha Yoga* (see next page) pioneer, whose students included modern masters like B.K.S. Iyengar and Pattabhi Jois, and Sivananda Saraswathi, whose disciple, Vishnudevananda, founded the yoga system known as Sivananda Yoga in 1959. Today, it is these, and similar other forms of Asana-based yoga, that have taken the world by storm.


Phewww. This box is a serious data-dump, packed to the gills with names and dates. If you are feeling a little overwhelmed at the end of it, don’t. This is not a history class, and you are not expected to commit the facts to memory. Plus, as you can see, none of this information is part of the YS themselves. It is just part of what is called ‘setting the context’, to let you know the YS’s place and progress in history. You can permit all of this info to vanish from your head this instant – Poof! It’s gone! – and come back to it only if and when you are preparing for a YS quiz or presentation or something. Okay? Okay.
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