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To I. L. M.

Govindam adi purusham tam aham bhajami






foreword

YOGA IS MYTHIC. It is a reflection of the cosmic forces that are timeless and universal in nature—creation, continuity, and dissolution—which are embodied in yoga as asanas and mudras. You don’t need to travel to India to feel the coiled power of a cobra, or bhujangasana, in your body, or the rooted power of a tree in vrikshasana. But few Westerners know the stories behind the names of the asanas or of the all-pervasive nature of the Shiva and Ganesha myths that are known by everyone in India, from children to the gurus. Most all traditional Indian songs, dances, and visual arts are depictions of myths. Myths are special teachers. They are sometimes mysterious, contradictory, peaceful, wrathful, and liberating at their core.

What is the somatic feeling of tearing open your heart as the monkey-god Hanuman? Who are the great sages Bharadvaja and Astavakra, whom the asanas are named after? What is the significance of Natarajasana, or the lord of the dance pose?

When you learn the stories of the asanas, you are entering a space of mythic consciousness, the place where you no longer need to know the outer asana—those remarkable moving mudras—but the inner asana, or the landscape to which the myth refers.

My father gave me my name, Shiva, when he was an art student. He had never attended a yoga class before and was truly inspired by the myths of Shiva, the matted-hair cosmic dancer decimating ignorance with the sublime grace and power of his Ananda Tandava, or dance of bliss, a great archetype for the late sixties. As a seven-year-old growing up in Berkeley in 1974 at the heart of Vietnam protest, I looked out into the world and felt the heaviness of cosmic destruction. For most of my childhood, I actually thought that I was named after the lord of destruction, which was the common definition in encyclopedias and dictionaries. I didn’t have a book or a teacher at that time to reveal the inner meanings of the name. I now know there are a thousand names for Shiva—ranging from the peaceful and sublime Mahayogin, from which all the yogic asanas emerged; to the lover of Shakti, Kamadeva; to the great howler, Rudra.

I have fallen madly in love with the goddess and have been anchored during the storms of my life in the myths of the great goddess Durga, who, accompanied by her army of sixty-four thousand yoginis, enters places of utter chaos and resurrects the world through her fierce love. I consider myself a peaceful, simple, nature-loving person, and yet there is something so wild and intensely satisfying about these yogic myths that shatters our rigid, conservative, and shallow ideas about our divine nature and truly meets us in the light and dark of our being and life path.

Alanna Kaivalya and Arjuna van der Kooij have offered you a treasure in Myths of the Asanas from the depth of their personal realizations as yogic practitioners and kirtan artists. They have lived this terrain in their own hearts and lives as well as in the context in which myth is perpetually reflected. I have great respect for David Life and Sharon Gannon, and for Alanna’s training as a Jivamukti teacher, for this method has brought satsang—the sharing of truth through yoga’s wisdom teachings—into the landscape of asana practice. If you are a yoga practitioner, you will bathe in the mythic wisdom of this book.

However, if you know nothing of the asanas, you will also benefit from these powerful myths. They have sustained the flow of yoga since the earliest recorded written history. These myths are some of the most profound understandings of universal consciousness. Even Einstein was deeply influenced by the creation myths of Nataraja as a reflection of his discoveries of quantum physics.

I hope you will enjoy this gemlike book as much as I have, as it is a resource to have at your fingertips to gradually absorb the power of these teachings into your own consciousness and evolution in yoga practice. This is a wonderful book for yoga teachers, and I finally have a great resource to direct my own teacher trainees for further study.

Jai Sri Ganesha and his sacred tusk, which was used to help Vyasa record some of these myths from the Mahabharata.

Jai Mandala Publishing for continuing to support such works as Myths of the Asanas.

Blessings to all travelers on this meandering road of life.

SHIVA REA

Costa Rica, 2010






introduction

THE GIFTS OF YOGA are as numerous and varied as the petals of a lotus blossom. Although yoga’s broader teachings touch on all aspects of life, it is asana practice that has made it immensely popular around the globe, and there is a good reason for it. Asana practice challenges the body and focuses the mind, while its philosophical principles encourage spiritual growth. Asanas can be viewed as a kind of prayer, and they have a significant and wholesome effect on our physical body, our psyche, and our emotional health. This distinguishes asana practice from other systematized forms of movement.

This book provides the background myths for about forty asanas. Asanas are often named after some ancient yogic sage, deity, or sacred animal. The myths behind the asanas are intended to serve as inspirational guides that can enhance our yoga practice, fueling it with a deeper, meditative quality. They provide us with a fresh perspective on ourselves, helping us connect our everyday lives with yoga through the postures.

All of the stories in this book illustrate some mystical, hidden potential within us. This potential tends to lie dormant until we illuminate it with awareness. To be mystical is to look within oneself for the source of all that is. In this sense the essence of the stories is found within the experience of our own hearts.

Each of the characters in the myths displays human flaws, which make them easy to relate to. So as we read about the uncertainty of Hanuman before making his leap across the ocean, we are invited to think about the moments in our life when we felt the same way, when we called into question our potential and doubted our ability to achieve something we thought was not possible.

These myths have been told since ancient times. Whether or not they actually happened is of less importance than the symbolic meaning they convey. The myths of ancient India concern themselves with the transformation of consciousness. Yoga and mythology scholar Mircea Eliade defined myths as “dramatic breakthroughs of the sacred into the world.” He noted that the language of myth does not argue, but simply presents. The myths of yoga’s spiritual tradition have the power to change old patterns of behavior, providing us with enlightened insight that brings us closer to who we really are. And this is precisely what the yoga tradition is concerned with. As Ecknath Easwaran put it, “yogic myth has a genius to clothe the infinite in human form.”

The myths point to a higher state of consciousness. They depict the travel of the soul from ignorance to illumination. Their goal is to take us from the illusions of our ego-centered existence (samsara) to the reality of liberated existence, which has three main components: truth (sat), clear consciousness (cit), and boundless joy (ananda).

The myths behind the asanas have much to teach us. Meditating on the tolerance of trees can actually inspire us to become more tolerant. Hearing about how the disfigured Astavakra came to be the teacher of a king can diminish our concern with our external appearance and our self-imposed limitations. Marveling at the devotion of Hanuman can help us gain some of the spiritual strength and determination he represents. Through the myths, the asanas can become true vehicles for transformation. We hope this book will help you add a new dimension to your practice, understanding, and love of yoga.
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poses of the yogi
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SIMPLY PUT, YOGIS EMBODY THE WORLD. Using their bodies as tools, yogis put themselves into certain positions in order to understand the workings of the world around them. By doing so, they gain empathy, compassion, and sensitivity—qualities that contribute to a more elevated state of mind, known as chitta prasadanam in yogic scripture.

The literal meaning of the Sanskrit word yoga is “yoking” or “connecting.” One way of describing the state of yoga is as a feeling of interconnectedness, in which we experience that a part of us exists in everything and vice versa. To understand this more fully, we try to resemble everything we know in the universe through our asana practice. This exploration can be likened to a story about King Arthur. As a young prince, Arthur thought that the most enjoyable part of becoming king would be to rule over his kingdom. The wizard Merlin decided that Arthur would benefit from a powerful lesson. He changed the boy into different people, animals, and objects found within his kingdom, such as a peasant, a fish, a tree, the water, and a rock, so that Prince Arthur could understand what it was actually like to be those different beings and things. Arthur’s experiences gave him the much-needed ability to put himself in others’ shoes. He began to understand that the most important job of being king is not to rule, but to serve.

Asana practice has a similar goal. We take the shape of the tree, the fish, the warrior, the turtle, and the sage so that we can begin to understand their essential natures. We can literally feel the wisdom of the sage and the stability of the tree. We can feel the power of the warrior and the steadfastness of the turtle. As a result, we experience ourselves as more deeply connected with all of life around us. Through asana practice we can feel that our body is a microcosm of the universe.

The yogi is ready and willing to embody all states of existence, including ones that usually repulse mere mortals, such as snakes, scorpions, and even death. Through yoga, we come to know the other as ourselves and ourselves as the other. The practice allows us the opportunity to dissolve the separation born from ego, along with the fear, cynicism, and isolation that sometimes go along with daily life. Feeling joy in coming to know the world, the journey of the yogi begins.
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padmasana

LOTUS POSE

The lotus posture is the quintessential seated meditation posture, which often eludes yogis whose hips have not yet softened through their asana practice. With the feet crossed on top of the thighs, this posture pins the thighbones to the floor, creating a grounded seat and an effortlessly straight spine. The lotus is a potent symbol for the yogi and is often associated with the creative forces within us. Another powerful symbol of creativity is the sound of OM.
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Before the dawn of time, Vishnu was resting comfortably on his couch—the thousand-headed serpent Ananta. Coiled underneath Vishnu, Ananta provided a suitable lounging place, while his numerous heads provided shelter and shade for the reclining deity. Vishnu and Ananta floated together on the cosmic sea of possibility, where all the universes enter after the cosmic annihilation. When the moment came for the creation cycle to start again, a grand lotus flower began to sprout from Vishnu’s navel.

The plant grew up right in front of him, and then the beautiful lotus flower opened to reveal the four faces of Brahma, the god of creation, nestled inside. Each of the faces was looking in one of the cardinal directions—north, south, east, and west. From each of his four mouths, Brahma uttered one of the four parts of the sacred sound of OM: “ah,” “ooo,” “mmm,” and silence. The sound caused the cosmic ocean to begin swirling and congealing into the universe as we know it today.

OM is the epitome of possibility. It is from this sound that all possibilities arise. According to one theory, the four parts of OM represent the cycle that everything must pass through. The first part, “ah” (as in “father”), represents creation or birth. The second part, “ooo” (as in “room”), symbolizes sustenance or life. The third part, “mmm,” represents destruction or death. These three parts are presided over by the cosmic trinity of Brahma, Vishnu, and Shiva.

The fourth part, which is considered the most important, is the sound of silence. The moment after OM is uttered, we listen. The silence represents the complete resolution of the previous three parts. In yogic terms, this resolution could be described as oneness, enlightenment, or simply as yoga. It is customary to begin and end yoga classes with the sound of OM.
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It is no coincidence that the seat for this creative sound is the unstained flower of the lotus, which represents purity and perfection. The lotus grew from Vishnu’s navel. The navel is also the place from which we were fed while in our mother’s womb as we grew into a baby and ultimately the person we are today.
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All over India the iconic lotus flower grows in canals and swamps—even the most heavily polluted ones. Despite its regal blossom, the lotus comes from humble beginnings. Its seed is planted in muck at the bottom of a murky pond. Although far beneath the surface of the water, the lotus root takes hold, and the shoot starts to search for the sun. Symbolically, the sun represents illuminated knowledge, or ultimate truth.

Rays of light refract as they move through water. This is what causes a straw to look bent in a glass of water. This refraction makes it challenging to see the sun clearly from beneath the surface of the water, but the lotus still knows it has to rise up through the water to catch the clearest rays. Once on top of the water, the blooming lotus takes care that none of its petals touch the murky water. It opens its pink petals and turns its face to the light in a simple gesture, rejoicing in its discovery. Looking at the flower, one would have no idea that it came from such murky beginnings.

The journey of this sacred flower reflects the journey of the yogi. We are rooted in the earth, absorbed by the endless cycle of births, deaths, sicknesses, tragedies, celebrations, bills, apartment leases, and family relations. The yogi knows this muck as the dirt of avidya, the great mistake of identifying ourselves with something other than our divine nature. According to Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras, avidya is one of the greatest obstacles on the path to self-realization. We define ourselves by our names, careers, family history, illnesses, injuries, age, race, religion, and all the things that separate us from one another. We say, “I am a woman, you are a man,” or “I am American and you are Iraqi.” If we are not careful, these definitions and labels keep us mired more deeply in the muck of duality, and we fail to see others and ourselves as being a part of one whole. This kind of thinking represents exclusivity, whereas yoga seeks to join or include all beings, no matter how they define themselves.

Much like the lotus seed, we may often feel stuck in this muck of labels and separateness. Then by chance, we may receive a little wisdom. Maybe on an off day, like the tumultuous day on the stormy sea that Vishnu experienced, we hear some simple wisdom that cracks open the tough shell of the little lotus seed. And so our journey begins. From there we move through the distorting water of our limited understanding and reach for the light of wisdom, which is always shining on us, if only we would take the time to notice it. The promise of yoga is that eventually, through enough nurturing and determination, we will surface above the water and realize our full potential.

Grandiose? Sure. But lotuses bloom all the time. They bloom all over the world, and they don’t make a big deal about it. They know that to bloom is their ultimate goal and that it’s worth continuously reaching through the distortion to find the ultimate source of light. The struggle is just part of the process, and the result is pure beauty.

As the ultimate seated posture, padmasana engages us in the higher yoga practices of concentration, meditation, and ultimately samadhi, or enlightenment. By sitting in this position, we are connected firmly to the earth and our roots. As our practice grows, and our consciousness begins to ascend, we sit tall, just like the lotus reaching through the water to bloom in the sun. As with the lotus, our humble beginnings need not prevent us from blossoming in purity.
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anjali & namaste mudras

Anjali and namaste mudras are not asanas, but rather energetic seals, or symbolic gestures, which are commonly used in asana practice. At the beginning of practice, we typically bring our hands together in a prayer position while chanting OM. Those who practice vinyasa-style asana will bring their hands to prayer at the start and close of sun salutations as well as in warrior 1, with arms raised overhead. This gesture is a touchstone of the practice and has such a potent meaning that its origin is worth a closer look.
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As the grand preserving force of the universe, Vishnu watches carefully to see when we need a course correction here on earth. Any time he sees civil unrest, general unhappiness, or a unique opportunity for the human race to advance, he will show up on earth to help us out. We’ve seen his manifestations in great figures like King Ram and Krishna. At one point, he looked at the earth and saw that there was an opportunity to bring more cohesion into the lives of people who were interested in yoga.

About two thousand years ago, there were many factions among those who practiced yoga. Lying on the great serpent Ananta on the great ocean of possibility, Vishnu noticed this separateness in the practice of yoga, and he thought it would be a good idea to find a way to bring everyone together. He decided to send his liaison Ananta, charging the thousand-headed serpent with the task of bringing the yoga groups together into one great practice.

Down on earth lived a lovely woman who had the misfortune of being unable to have children. She was a devout worshipper of Vishnu and prayed every day for the miracle of a child. As she prayed, she held her hands open to receive any grace that might fall upon her. She waited and hoped and never gave up.

One day, as she was down on her knees with upturned hands reaching toward the sky, Vishnu decided to let the grace of his grand serpent fall upon this sweet woman. Into her praying hands fell baby Patanjali. (Pat means “to fall” in Sanskrit, and anjali was the gesture the woman made with her hands.) This was no ordinary baby boy. He had the upper torso of a normal human, but his lower half was a snake’s tail. Apparently Ananta didn’t have time to make a complete transformation on his fall to earth. But who was the woman to question a gift from above? So she loved him and raised him as her own, despite his serpentine lower half.

Patanjali grew to be a great master of yoga, and he helped the world by uniting all the different ideas about yoga into one grand work, called the Yoga Sutras. Sutra means “thread,” and this classic text consists of short aphorisms, which pull yoga together into one great fabric. Each little phrase encompasses great wisdom, which has sustained yoga for the last two thousand years. Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras outline several different methods for achieving ultimate happiness, or yoga. The most well known of these is ashtanga yoga. The ashtanga yoga path includes yama (restraint), niyama (observances), asana (seat or posture), pranayama (breath work), pratyahara (turning inward), dharana (concentration), dhyana (meditation), and samadhi (enlightenment).

Praying with outstretched hands, in anjali mudra, symbolizes the unwavering belief that whatever one is praying for will soon arrive. Inherent in this gesture is a strong pulsation of faith, or shraddha. Faith is what is required to be able to make great leaps (as we’ll see in the story of Hanuman on page 97) and receive great blessings, as Patanjali’s mother did.


[image: Image] Namaste—Reverence to Thee

While namaste and anjali are generally interchangeable names for a similar gesture, there is no myth associated with the namaste mudra. Namaste is a sort of variation on anjali that helps us in our efforts to find a balance. The word namaste is also an important and pervasive aspect of today’s yoga practice. We end classes with the gesture of bringing our hands to prayer and the salutation namaste. This is reflective of yoga’s end goal.
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