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MORE BOOKS ON YOGA HAVE BEEN WRITTEN in the past twenty years than ever before, perhaps since Vedic times. It might seem that there would be no need for yet another book on the subject, but I felt that I had something to add to the discussion. My goal is to portray the three aspects of yoga—as art, physical therapy, and philosophy—that are appropriate for the young, for the middle-aged, and for retirees, in that order. The physical therapy aspects are not discussed separately from various āsanas, vinyāsas, prāṇāyāma, and chants. It should be mentioned that this book is not a substitute for a teacher or a physical therapist; it is written for general information.

In Yoga Rahasya, Nāthamuni refers to the need to take into consideration the individual’s stage in life while practicing yoga. The general rule is to follow vṛddhi, sthiti, and laya kramas (methods) during, respectively, youth, midlife, and old age. When one is young, the body is known as deha, because it grows. At that stage of life, practicing āsanas as an art (vinyāsa) is appropriate. The various āsanas and the myriad vinyāsas, with proper breathing, help the young person grow (vṛddhi) with good physical and mental health. This aspect is dealt with extensively in several chapters in this book.

During midlife, when there is neither growth nor decay (sthiti), the yoga practice would include important āsanas with a few vinyāsas, good yogic breathing exercises and bandhas (locks), meditation, mantra chants, and so on. These aspects also are covered in this book. In midlife the main requirement is to maintain mental and physical health and ward off diseases. This is the stage when one has to achieve results, discharge heavy responsibilities, and make progress in life. As one gets old, when the body is called śarīra because it decays, yoga practice will be directed to maintain reasonable mobility, through āsana and prāṇāyāma practice. The laya krama will consist primarily of intense meditation, along with study of, and reflection upon, the philosophy of Yoga. These aspects, too, are given extensive treatment.

But the yogi’s life is a long journey to kaivalya, or liberation, and could take several life cycles to achieve. While ordinary mortals would cherish the desire to defy death, the yogi wants to defy rebirth. Classical Yoga defines a yogi’s spiritual evolution as comprising three stages, or levels, and this book is structured accordingly.

This book follows the thought progression of Patañjali, author of the Yogasūtras, but it adds material gathered from my guru and from other authentic yoga texts, as well as from my own understanding of the subject. Chapter 1 is about my studies with my teacher, Paṇḍit Śrī T. Kriṣṇamācārya, and a few other elders. This chapter may be read first to get a better appreciation of my treatment of the subject. Chapter 2 tells the story of Patañjali from folkloric sources, compiled by a Sanskrit scholar some three hundred years ago. Chapter 3 discusses the definitions of the word yoga and gives the essentials of some ancient yoga systems. This chapter may provide a good introduction for those with a general interest in Indian philosophies, and also for those who have been studying yoga, especially haṭhayoga, for a long time and who would like to now move on to other aspects of yoga. Mantrayoga is the subject of chapter 4, and it is treated as part of the kriyāyoga of Patañjali. My teacher placed considerable emphasis on chants (pārāyaṇa of the mūla granthas) and on the study of scripture, and hence I would recommend this to all students of yoga. Part 1 concludes with chapter 6, which gives all the dos and don’ts for practicing aṣṭāṅgayoga and is universally applicable to all forms of yoga. In part 2, chapters 7 to 13, different important groups of āsanas, along with their variations or vinyāsas and health benefits, are presented in detail.

This book is addressed not to absolute beginners, but to those who have been practicing yogāsanas for some time, or to those who have come to yoga for health reasons. It should also be useful to haṭhayoga teachers and physical therapists, who should know as many vinyāsas on the various āsanas as possible so they can design a regimen for their students and those who come to them for help. Vinyāsakrama, the art of linking together related sequences of āsanas, brings the entire scope and depth of āsana practice into focus, and if one studies it, it will help the teacher or physical therapist to tailor a program for the student according to his or her individual needs. In Sanskrit, viniyoga means “individual distribution,” and the teacher should be well equipped with vinyāsakrama in order to give what should be given to whom. Chapters 14 to 16 are for those who want to go beyond āsanas and prāṇāyāma. Anyone who feels stuck in his or her routine haṭha practice may find these last three chapters opening up a different dimension to the practice of yoga.
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1

My Studies with Śrī T. Kriṣṇamācārya and Others
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The purpose of life is to understand the meaning of the śāśtras (scriptures).

—Paṇḍit T. Kriṣṇamācārya

MY FAMILY HAILS FROM A SMALL, picturesque village known as Kari-suzhndāmangalam (“a serene place surrounded by elephants”) in deep south India. It is situated along the southern bank of the Tāmrabharaṇi River and boasts several native sons who were great saints and spiritual scholars. Śrī Nāthamuni, the famous Vaisnavite yogi and the inspirational beacon for my guru, Paṇḍit T. Kriṣṇamācārya, in the writing of his Yoga Rahasya (Secret of Yoga), was one of them, as was Śrī Sadāśiva Brahmendra, an Advaita yogi of the Śaṅkara school of Vedānta who wrote a succint and independent commentary on the Yogasūtras of Patañjali.

I was born in a Tamil smārta family. Smārtas are those who follow the religious and ethical codebooks called Smṛtis that were written by different ṛṣis (sages) and that closely adhere to the Vedas. Sage Ᾱpastambha’s books are followed by most families in south India. Our family deity (kula devata) is Lord Venkatācalapati, the same presiding deity as in the famous hill temple of Tirumala. My great-grandfather was a priest in the village temple and was himself an upāsaka (worshiper) of Lord Narasimha, the man-lion incarnation of Lord Viṣṇu.

My upanayana (thread ceremony or religious initiation) was performed when I was nine in the Tirumala hill temple. The brahma upadeśa (Vedic initiation) was done by my grandfather, as my father was, at the same auspicious time (muhūrta), performing an initiation ceremony for my older brother, and thus my grandfather became my first guru. Over a period of about two months, he taught me to do sandhyāvandanam, the oblation to the sun and other deities performed thrice daily, at dawn, at midday, and at dusk.

One day a few months after my initiation, at about five o’clock in the morning, I heard Vedic chanting in my house. My father, because he was not able to learn Vedic chanting (pārāyaṇa) when he was young, having moved in his teens to the city of Madras for work, had decided to learn Vedic chanting at the young age of forty-five. His teacher was a scholar from the renowned Sanskrit college at Madras. The method of teaching involved the teacher speaking a manageable portion of the Vedic mantra that was then repeated twice by the student, followed by the same process with the next portion, and so on. This would go on for a few days, with maybe twenty-five to thirty portions learned each day, until the student could perfectly chant a section along with the teacher. In ancient times no books were used, but in the past one hundred years or so, books with notations of the svara (notes), which make it easier to learn chanting, have appeared. Purists frown on the practice of learning from such books rather than committing the notes to memory. That morning I quickly performed my ablutions and sat with my father and started learning to chant with him. He was well into the chapter on the sūryanamaskāra (sun salutation), which is the first chapter in the Yajur Veda of the Taittirīya delineation, Ᾱraṇyaka (forest chants) portion. We completed it in about six months; the chanting of this chapter normally would take about one hour. Being young (about ten years old), I was able to listen intently and pronounce clearly all the mantras. I was happy doing this exercise, and I still believe that youngsters like to chant. This learning of Vedic chanting went on almost every morning for about four years, and by the end of that period we had completed, apart from the sūryanamaskāra, the five sūktas (stanzas); three chapters of Taittirīya Upaniṣad and the Mahānarayaṇa Upaniṣad, which together from the last four chapters of the Kṛṣṇa Yajur Veda; and Rudram and Camakam from the Taittirīya Saṃhitā of the same Veda. I then had some lessons in Sanskrit grammar, Sanskrit being the third language I had to study in school, in addition to Tamil, my mother tongue, and English.

I was fortunate to go to a school run by the renowned Rāmakriṣṇa Mission. Even as I was receiving instruction in Vedic chanting, the school afforded the necessary atmosphere for religious studies. For a few days every week, in the morning hours, we would listen to discourses by a paurāṇika (an expert in Purāṇa, or Hindu mythology), Kallidaikurici Rāmakriṣṇa Śāstri, on the two great epics (itihāsas), the Rāmāyaṇa and Mahābhārata. In the afternoon, during lunch break, a few of us would gather for informal lectures on the Bhagavad Gītā, given by the principal of the school, Anna Subramania Iyer. Many in south India knew the principal as a great scholar and a devotee of Śakti. His Friday prayers to the goddess Devī and the group recitation of the Lalitā Sahasranāma (One Thousand Names of Lalitā) were well attended. He translated several Hindu classics, including the 108 Upaniṣads and Purāṇic works such as Devī Māhātmya (the Glory of Devī) and the Soundarya Laharī (Wave of Beauty), for the Rāmakriṣṇa Mutt, which published them; these books are read by thousands of devotees, even today. In my house, at that time, my mother organized pūjā for Mīnākṣī (the presiding deity of the famous Madurai temple) with the recitation of the Lalitā Sahasranāma. All other religious functions were faithfully followed in our house. Frequent homas (fire worship) and pūjās (religious rites) were also conducted at home. I also had yogāsana lessons in school taught by a teacher there. We used to give āsana demonstrations on special occasions such as parents’ days and other school days.

I went to junior college in 1954. The institution was known as Vivekānanda College, named after the outstanding Hindu spiritual master, and it was also run by the Rāmakriṣṇa Mission. I studied mathematics, physics, and chemistry, and, of course, Sanskrit.

One afternoon, as I was coming out of class, I saw an elderly man pass by. Wearing a pure white dhoti and the upper loose cloth, he seemed to have an arresting personality. I thought from his looks that he had come to the college to initiate someone and perform some pūjā. But I was later surprised to find that he was a yoga teacher engaged by the college to teach a few interested students. I always thought that yoga teachers wore shorts and were dry, skinny, and hungry-looking—at least that was what all the yoga teachers and yogis I had come across looked like.

A few days later, at about 7:30 A.M., the same person came to my house in a rickshaw. He was stern-looking. My father received him and took him upstairs to start some physical therapy lessons for my elder brother. The man left an hour later and then started coming five days a week. Soon enough, my father and mother joined the yoga lessons, followed by my sister and myself. He used to teach each of us different āsanas at the same time: inverted postures for me, the desk pose for my mother, a lengthy stay in pascimatānāsana for my brother, and exquisite back-bending āsanas and vinyāsas like uṣtrāsana for my little sister. What struck us even on the first day was the introduction of breathing with the movements, something that we had never known. “Inhale with a hissing sound, or exhale with a rubbing sensation in the throat,” he would say in English, even as he would talk to us in general in his accented Tamil. We all loved those classes. He was known to us in the family as āsana vādyar (teacher of āsanas). One day I learned his name was Paṇḍit T. Kriṣṇamācārya. He would keep on changing the routine of āsanas and prāṇāyāma, and each class would be different and interesting.

One day, I did not attend the class because of some stomach cramps. As he was going out, he stopped by and asked me why I did not attend. When I said sheepishly that I had stomachache, he asked me to lie down, checked my nādī (pulse), and then examined my abdomen. He then dug his strong fingers and thumbs into the rectus abdominus below the navel and gripped the muscles with both hands. He slowly but firmly pulled up the muscles, held them for a few seconds, and then let go. He did that a couple of times more and the feeling was very pleasant. I felt the taut muscles relax, and the cramps disappeared momentarily. With a smile he left, asking me not to eat spicy food for a couple of days and to take periodically small quantities of gooseberry and ginger. His fingers were thick and firm, and his touch, sure.
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Śrī T. Kriṣṇamācārya in his nineties
Photo by the author.



The next four years, I was in Coimbatore for my undergraduate studies in electrical engineering. But every summer and during interterm holidays, I used to join the group for more yoga classes. It is fun doing very difficult postures, especially when one is young, but I had other interests like playing tennis, acting in stage plays, and so on. He used to correct all the movements, sometimes holding one’s legs or the arms or supporting the body, as in shoulder stand or headstand. At the beginning of each class he would sit erect in an āsana and recite the appropriate prayers. He would repeat this at the end of class. He had a very deep voice, but it was very pleasant. He had a magnetic personality. Anybody who passed by would involuntarily turn and take a second look at him, a young, handsome, sixty-five-year-old.

In 1960, after graduating, I got a job in a mining company’s electrical generation plant, about 150 miles from Madras. I had wanted to continue to study with my teacher, but the only way was to find a job in the city itself, and this was difficult. One day I told my teacher that I had to leave Madras. He immediately talked to my father and suggested to him that he get me a job in Madras. My father was a leading stockbroker who had helped in the formation of a few industrial undertakings. Soon enough, I got a junior-level job in a company that was manufacturing motor-cycles.

During this period, only my father and myself from our family were studying with him. My job required that I be at the factory at 7 A.M. and I needed to catch the factory bus at 6 A.M. Śrī Kriṣṇamācārya by then had many more students, and he had asked us to come to his house for the classes.

We knew that Śrī Kriṣṇamācārya used to be up at 2 or 3 A.M. to do his yoga practice and his pūjā, and used to be in his room to receive his first student at about 7 A.M. It was then decided that both my father and I would be at his home early enough to have an hour-long class. So we used to get up at 4:00 A.M., have a bath, and drive to his home by 4:45. After an hour’s class, my father would drop me at the bus stop by 6 o’clock and return home. Every morning for six days a week we would be at his house at the appointed hour, when, having completed his morning workout, we would find him ready and waiting for the early-bird students. God knows how he managed to do it all.

Proper breathing was given equal or more importance than the postures. After a few vinyāsas, if a student appeared to be tired or having difficulty breathing, Śrī Kriṣṇamācārya would ask him to lie down and rest, during which time the student would be asked to follow the breath rather than allow the mind to wander. Sometimes he would recite a passage from the Rāmāyaṇa or Mahābhārata, or another great work, and explain an idea or two. “Anabhyāse viṣam vidyā,” he would say and then explain the meaning: Anything one studies must be put into practice or else it will produce undesirable results. Never did I hear him discuss politics or indulge in small talk. He was always kind and pleasant, and would inquire occasionally about the welfare of family members but never say anything flippant. It would appear that his mind was always attuned to imparting his vast knowledge of the śāstras and the tradition to which he proudly belonged.

The early-morning classes went on for about a year before I left to attend Oklāhoma State University for graduate study in industrial engineering and management. I returned home in 1962, after completing the requirements for a master’s degree. I had the option, like many other Indian students, to go on for a Ph.D. or take a job in the United States, but I decided to return home, as I was convinced more than ever that I wanted to continue my studies with my teacher. Looking back, I feel that this was one of the best decisions I have ever made. It would have been a shame if I had not made use of this God-given, golden opportunity.

My studies became more intensive, and I learned more vinyāsas and āsanas. Sometime in 1965, about ten years into my studies with him, it was decided that some of his long-term students should learn more theory and study the original texts. He started svādhyāya, or Vedic recitation. Even though I had done quite a bit of Vedic chanting when I was young, I resumed chanting classes with him. His chanting was clearer and slower. He would not put up with even minor mispronunciations or mistakes in the svara (notes). Once again I started with the Taittirīya Upaniṣad and the Mahānārāyaṇa Upaniṣad, which are the last four chapters of the Kṛṣṇa Yajur Veda. One day Śrī Kriṣṇamācārya explained the last portion of śikṣā valli (on Vedic chanting) of the Taittirīya Upaniṣad and the interesting paragraph containing what may be termed a convocation or commencement address (anuśāsana) of the teacher to the graduating (sāmavartana) students. He suddenly looked up and said to me, “You have studied English. Why don’t you translate this paragraph, make copies, and distribute them to as many people as you can?” I did the translation and got it printed with some money I had and distributed it free to as many of my friends as possible. I do not know how many read it, but I was happy at that little exercise. It slowly dawned on me that he was not just another āsana teacher, but also a great scholar of our scriptures. As we chanted, he might stop in the middle, explain a few passages or mantras, and go on. In India, many people who chant (there are exceptions) do not always know the meaning of what they chant, so it was a great revelation to me that I had stumbled onto an ācārya without even having made an attempt to find one. Who could be luckier?
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The author with Śrī T. Kriṣṇamācārya, 1968



My mother, who was married at the age of fourteen and had lost her mother when she was a child, was a very religious person. Her daily routine included cleaning the pūjā room, lighting the lamp in the morning and at dusk, and doing pūjā, prayers, and meditation. She observed festival pūjā rites scrupulously. She was an ardent devotee of the divine Mother, and every Friday she would perform pūjā for the goddess Mīnākṣī, with the Lalitā Sahasranāma performed by family priests in our home. My mother also started taking specific vratas (religious vows), and she made my father perform several Vedic functions in our home. In short, there was some religious activity or other taking place in our house all through the year.

When we were children my mother also used to tell us religious stories (like most mothers did in India), and we were quite familiar with Hindu mythology. She gave me, when I was very young, children’s books on the Mahābhārata, Rāmāyaṇa, and Bhagavad Gītā, three monumental works. She had a steadfast belief in the grace of the divine Mother. Additionally, my paternal grandmother was a voracious reader of the original Purāṇas written in Tamil, which she read aloud and to which we children used to sit around and listen. In addition, my parents quite often took us to religious discourses on the great epics and Purāṇas, which contain many educātional and morally uplifting stories and which form the bedrock of Hindu dharma, or law of piety.

One day Śrī Kriṣṇamācārya said that we would begin study of some important texts in order to reinforce our understanding of yoga. He started with the Yogasūtras of Patañjali. First we learned how to chant the sūtras and then took up the meaning of the words. To explain the sūtras he referred to the commentary of Vyāsa. As a practicing yogi, his explanations of the sūtras were lively and very profound. Simultaneously, I started reading the commentary on the Yogasūtras written by Śrī Sadāśiva Brahmendra and the vivaraṇa (elucidation) by Śrī Śaṅkarācārya on Vyāsa’s commentary. I should confess that by then I had started getting into studying independently some of the preliminary works (prakaraṇa grantha) of Ᾱdi Śaṅkara. Being from deep south India, our family was affiliated with the Śaṅkara Maṭh of Śrīngeri. I had darśan of the Śaṅkarācārya of Śrīngeri during my visits to south India. During one of the visits of the ācārya, my father invited him to visit our home and bless us all. It used to be the custom to invite great sannyāsis (spiritual mendicants) to visit one’s home, host them, and pay homage to them. It was a great experience to watch the ācārya perform pūjā, and also hear him speak about Hindu dharma in general and Advaita philosophy in particular. After listening to him, I became more interested in Advaita literature. The Śrīngeri Maṭh had at that time undertaken to translate into Tamil and publish the great Sanskrit works of Ᾱdi Śaṅkara on Advaita, such as his Aparokṣaṅubhūti (Direct Experience of the Self), Ᾱtma Bodha (Knowledge of the Self), and so on. My father subscribed to them, and over the course of a few years these books, about twenty-eight in number, arrived one by one, and I studied them very closely. Fortunately, a friend of my father’s, Śrī S. V. Harihara Iyer, who was about forty years older than I, worked near my office, and almost every day, during lunch hour, I used to ask him questions on the transcendental nature of Advaita. He himself had attended several lectures in the early 1930s and 1940s given by the renowned pontiff of Kāncīpuram, the Śaṅkara Maṭh, who was paramācārya (the highest teacher). He helped me understand many intricate questions contained in Advaitic parlance and explained and helped me reconcile many apparent contradictions.

Thus, even as I was engrossed in the Yogasūtras, I was studying with equal interest the Advaita works of Ᾱdi Śaṅkara. This helped me to make a comparative study of the two important sister philosophies derived from the Vedas. Further, I also found that since my teacher was a staunch Vaiṣṇavite, there was a definite orientation toward theism in his teaching of the Yogasūtras, whereas Ᾱdi Śaṅkara’s commentary on Vyāsa’s commentary on the Yogasūtras tended to highlight the common features of the puruṣa (individual soul) and Īśvara (the supreme soul) and hence their identity. One could see what great thinkers the earlier ācāryas were.

At the rate of two or three classes per week, it took nearly two years to go through the whole of Vyāsa’s commentary. Śrī Kriṣṇamācārya would explain every word in the commentary, give the etymological derivation, quote extensively from other texts and narratives, and give examples that were entirely traditional, often with some unusual insights. As a rule I never asked him questions, but on one occasion when I asked a question without much reflection, he was clearly annoyed and told me bluntly that I was not being attentive. I soon realized that my mind had wandered while he was lecturing. Thereafter, if I had any doubt, I would keep it to myself, and sure enough the explanation would come in another session, but come it would. As Śrī Kriṣṇamācārya lectured, his eyes would be closed, but occasionally he would open them and stare at the attentive student in front of him with his penetrating gaze. Day after day I would attend private class and return home very happy. There was always something new or unusual he would say each day. I never would interrupt him, for the flow of his words were like honey—sweet and continuous. Whenever he was teaching from a text, it would be wonderful. But I also found that when he gave a general talk in public to a more heterogeneous audience, he tended to go off on tangents, skipping from topic to topic, because he wanted to cover a lot of ground within a short period of time. He would visit our home on special occasions at the invitation of my parents and spend some time talking to all of us. He was the chief guest at the function arranged to celebrate the sixtieth birthday (śaṣtiabdapūrti) of my father in 1968. During the evening reception, to an audience of two hundred strong, he gave a talk on Hindu dharma, which was well received.

Along with my study of the Yogasūtras, I continued to take chanting classes. Again we took up the chapter on the Sūryanamaskāra (sun salutation), the largest in the Yajur Veda, and every Sunday I attended his joint chanting session, which took about an hour. His pronunciation was clear; the flow, effortless. I never failed to feel a sense of peace and satisfaction after one of those sessions; God knows how many Sundays we did this chanting.


[image: image]

Śrī T. Kriṣṇamācārya being received by Śrī H. Subramaniam, the author’s father and Kriṣṇamācārya’s student, on the sixtieth birthday of Mr. Subramaniam in 1968



The next chapter we learned to chant was the one on svādhyāya, which contains kuṣmāṇḍa homa mantras. This chapter follows the sūryanamaskāra chapter and takes about thirty-five minutes to chant. It exults the greatness of the gāyatrī mantra and Vedic chanting in general. We also completed the following chapter on caturhotra, which starts with the mantra citti sruk, and the next two on pravargya and pravargya brāhmaṇa, respectively, which take about two hours between them to chant. Then we learned the three chapters of Taittirīya Kāṭhaka, the chanting of which takes about two hours. As the years rolled by, my studies with Śrī Kriṣṇamācārya were more open-ended—I let him take care of me and he did, thank God, like a cat takes care of its kittens.

His method of teaching Vedic chanting consisted of dividing the mantras into smaller, more manageable portions, so that when he spoke the mantra, the student would be able to hear and say it twice, correctly and with the correct note (svara). In one sitting, a fifteen-minute passage would take about an hour, allowing time for the gaps between repetition and correction. This process would be repeated for a number of days, and when the teacher was satisfied, the entire passage would be chanted by teacher and student together another five to ten times. Then we would move on to the next portion. Chanting is an integral part of yoga. Svādhyāya is a Vedic word used by Patañjali in both kriyāyoga and aṣṭāṅgayoga. Among other benefits, chanting also helps one’s breathing and concentration. My teacher used to say that since each Sanskirt syllable is connected to a different cakra, the Vedic mantras were designed in such a way that auspicious vibrations are produced in the various cakras when one chants Vedic passages. Also known as Veda pārāyaṇa, this practice is considered a sacred part of any religious activity and yoga practice.

Śrī Kriṣṇamācārya also started teaching us to chant a chapter called “Ekāgni Kāṇḍa,” which contains mantras for upanayana (Vedic initiation) and vivaha (wedding). He explained the meaning of the vows, prayers, and rituals in great detail. He also explained that sannyāsa, or the life of a renunciate, is neither desirable nor even possible in the Kali Yuga. That being the case, except for a very small number of people, nobody can choose to remain unmarried. The Veda and its related Smṛtis say that marriage is a necessary saṃskāra (cleansing ritual) for the individual. The scriptures do allow for a few, who, remaining in gurukula (a guru’s house), being absolutely desireless and having complete control over their senses, to remain a naiṣṭika brahmacāri (absolute bachelor) all their lives and then attain salvation without going through the other stages of life. According to Mīmāṃsā, which is one of the six darśanas (Vedic expositions), remaining a bachelor is permitted only in the case of one who has the temperament and physical capacity to maintain celibacy in the stictest sense, and anyone who does not meet this requirement has no option to remain unmarried. Śrī Kriṣṇamācārya would be very disparaging about institutions or religious practices where a large number of people take to the celibate life, say, in an āśram or a monastery-like setting. And to attain salvation, he would say, celibacy was not an absolute necessity; one can, if one matures spiritually, take to sannyāsa after leading the life of a householder and discharging one’s duties to one’s family, one’s forefathers, and society at large. Soon enough, I got married, and, touch wood, I have remained happily married to date.

I had not entertained any idea of teaching myself, being perfectly happy to continue my studies. My desire to study with that ocean of knowledge and experience continued unabated. So in 1967, when I was selected to do a two-year graduate program at the Harvard School of Business—after considerable deliberation—I decided to forgo that opportunity. By then I had joined my father’s business, both to make a living and to ensure that I would not be required to leave Madras, whether for travel or work, so that I could continue my studies with my teacher.

At this time, in order to prepare me to be a teacher, Śrī Kriṣṇamācārya said that I should start studying other, sister philosophies. A series of Upaniṣad studies started in earnest even as I was attending regular practice classes on prāṇāyāma, āsana, and chanting. I started having more classes every week. There were periods when I would have two sessions in a day, one in the morning on practice and the other in the evening on theory. First we took up the Māṇḍūkya Upaniṣad, which gives an esoteric interpretation of the praṇava syllable (OM), the only mantra mentioned in the Yogasūtras. I simultaneously started private study of the classic commentary on the same Upaniṣad, which is along the lines of Advaita philosophy, Gauḍapāda’s Māṇḍūkyākārikā (in which asparśayoga is explained). It was a great revelation to study the different approaches to the same Upaniṣad.

For several years thereafter, I had the privilege of studying other Upaniṣads to gain a better understanding of Vedānta, in addition to learning more about yoga. We studied sad-vidyā (study of the essential being) from the Chāndogya Upaniṣad of the Sāma Veda, one of the ten best-known Upaniṣads. This contains the great saying (mahāvākya), “Tat tvam asi” (“That you are”), which vakya itself is interpreted differently by the three renowned schools of Vedānta, Advaita, Viśiṣtādvaita, and Dvaita. We also studied bhūma vidyā (the study of the greatest) from the same Upaniṣad. The Upaniṣads, through different vidyās (skillful study), explain the same ultimate truth from different viewpoints, answering different questions arising in different minds at different times. All students who study yoga as a discipline would do well to study other darśanas, especially Vedānta, and students of Vedānta would appreciate Vedānta more if they studied its sister philosophies, such as Sāṃkhya, Yoga, and so on. Śrī Kriṣṇamācārya had mastered all these Vedic philosophies, as could be seen from the various titles and diplomas he had received from respectable institutions: Nyāyācārya, Sāṃkhya Siromaṇi, Vedānta Vagīsa, Yogācārya, Vedakesari, are some of the titles he had been given in recognition of his scholarship.

As I mentioned before, I had never thought of teaching. So when it was suggested that I could start teaching, with the blessings of my guru I took on a few patients with bronchial asthma who were referred by physicians in the nearby hospital. Their therapy consisted of yoga āsana vinyāsas for the auxiliary chest muscles, slow and deliberate ujjāyi breathing, and in some cases a gradually introduction to viparīta karaṇī (inverted postures) with varied degrees of assistance. The preferred training period was during the summer months, when the attacks were at a minimum. I learned that most of the people I taught showed considerable reduction in the frequency and severity of their attacks in the following year, especially if they continued with the yogic exercises. Many expressed a better sense of well-being, and some even started learning more āsanas and breathing routines.

But I could never take to full-time teaching. Except for a very few, yoga teachers in India in those days—and even now—had a very difficult time making both ends meet. The pecuniary needs of my family were taken care of by working in my father’s office. I decided to teach during my spare time—late evenings, early mornings, and on holidays and weekends. Teaching would help me clear my mind and allow me to study a subject from various angles.

Kalākṣetra is a renowned institution of Indian arts, founded by Mrs. Rukmini Devī. One day I was directed to meet her, and what followed was a twenty-year association with the institution. I started teaching yoga for about a dozen people, half of whom were dance teachers. The others were senior bharatanātyam (dance drama) students. Kalākṣetra is a college of arts (now a university) teaching classical bharatanātyam and kathakali, another form of native classical dance, separate from Carnatic music. I used to teach about twice a week. The classes would run from 6:00 A.M. to 7:00 A.M., and I used to leave home by 5:30 A.M. Being dancers, my students were very supple, sensitive, and graceful, and it was a great pleasure and a unique opportunity to teach them, even though their breathing required much work in order to do the sequences called for in vinyāsakrama yoga. In a few years, yoga was included in the curriculum and all the students were obliged to study it.
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The author (back row, second from right) with Rukmini Devī (third from right), founder-director of the Kalākṣetra Institute, and the institute’s first group of yoga students



One day I told my teacher that I had been teaching the students what I had learned from him, which, by and large, was what was required of me. He had taught me several āsanas with many vinyāsas that, while quite useful to me in my own practice, I felt I was not doing full justice to in my own teaching. Some of the students were so good that their potential was not being brought out. When I expressed my views that as a teacher I needed to have a deeper understanding and know a wider range of āsanas, he smiled.

Then he gave me more in-depth instruction in the vinyāsakrama way of doing yogāsanas. Step by step he showed me all the variations in each of the main postures, the order in which the various vinyāsas could be strung together, and the type of breathing to accompany each movement. It took several months to learn all the vinyāsas, or at least all those that he taught me. This method of doing āsanas is most appropriate for youngsters and is an important part of vṛddhi or śruṣtikrama, the method of practice for youngsters. I also knew that even though my teacher was teaching me on a one-to-one basis, in his earlier years he had taught yoga in groups. Every teacher should learn the vinyāsakrama, especially when teaching children. It brings out the art form of yoga, which is considered one of the sixty-four ancient arts of India. Furthermore, when one learns the vinyāsakrama, one will be able to pick and choose some of the appropriate vinyāsas and string them together, so that the adapted version can be tailor-made to individual conditions, be it for an elderly person or for someone who requires yoga for physical therapy.

Once in a while, Śrī Kriṣṇamācārya used to say that we should all spread śāstrīyayoga (traditional yoga), as many unsavory practices were creeping in. Some of his better-known students had started spreading his yoga far and wide, and yoga students and teachers started taking a deep and critical look at his system as it was taught by his students. There are significant differences in approach among many of his disciples who became teachers. It is hard to explain, but then he taught differently to different people (as I could vouch from what I have seen among my own family members), taking into consideration the temperament, requirements, and capabilities of each person. This is what was unique about his system—that is, his capacity to tailor programs to his students, which was made possible because of his vast experience and deep understanding of the traditional Vedic philosophies.

I soon started offering several free yoga programs with the blessing of my teacher, even though he frowned on the idea of teaching for free. For about seven years, I did these yoga camps for the Yoga Brotherhood, which took care of all the arrangements including publicity. The large hall where I taught, which could accommodate more than one hundred people doing yoga, was given free by the Gītā Bhavan or the AVM charities, and I taught the class with the help of a few of my students from Kalākṣetra and the Public Health Centre, a charitable hospital with about one hundred beds. I was also teaching at the health center as part of the hospital’s efforts to promote health using a traditional, indigenous system.

I continued my studies with Śrī Kriṣṇamācārya, both on practice and on theory. We plunged into study of pañcāgni vidyā (five fires or five transformations) of the individual self between death and birth from the Bṛhadāraṇyaka Upaniṣad, as well as the Praśna, Muṇḍaka, and Kena Upaniṣads. The first eight sūtras of the Brahma Sūtras (on Vedānta) were also covered in great detail. My teacher even volunteered to teach the Brahma Sūtras, according to the Advaitic interpretation. We also worked through the Śvetāśvatara Upaniṣad and Haṭhayogapradīpikā. The study of all of these works took several years to complete.

For a better appreciation of the Yogasūtras, we then took up, in some detail, one of the most clearly written works and a classic in Sanskrit literature—the Sāṃkhya Kārikā. This masterpiece describes the Sāṃkhya system of philosophy on which yoga heavily relies. I feel strongly that a better appreciation of the Yogasūtras becomes possible by the study of the Sāṃkhya Kārikā and the commentaries of Gauḍapāda and Vācaspatimiśra. Patañjali’s Yogasūtras presuppose an understanding of the essentials of Sāṃkhya. In the meantime, with the blessings of my guru, I also started contributing articles on yoga āsanas and other systems of philosophy to some Indian journals both in Tamil and in English. In all, I wrote about fifty articles.

My own private practice boiled down to about a half hour of vyāyāma (āsanas and prāṇāyāma), followed by a half hour of Vedic or other chanting, which I used to do in our pūjā room. One day our neighbor, Mr. Jayaraman, husband of Mrs. Vani Jairam, a renowned singer, was sitting in the drawing room waiting to meet my father. As I came out of the pūjā room, he said that my Vedic chanting was very pleasing and clear. This strengthened my desire to make a recording of the Yogasūtras, as at that time a number of yoga students were becoming interested in chanting the Yogasūtras as part of their yoga studies.

A couple of my friends volunteered to talk to some audiocassette producers. When I finally got my recording of the Yogasūtras heard by a leading recording company, the producers said that they were satisfied with the rendition, but because I was an unknown entity, marketing would be a problem. It was suggested that I try to do a few programs for the national radio network, All India Radio.

At that time television had not made much headway into the countryside, and the smaller towns and villages were still served by radio. After some effort, I managed to get a fifteen-minute program in AIR’s Sanskrit slot in which I discussed and recited a few of the Yogasūtras.

Before going into the studio, I told Śrī Kriṣṇamācārya about the program and asked him if he would like to listen to the tape I had made. He asked me to close the door and play the tape. He listened to it intently and said that it was clear and nice and blessed me with a beaming face. Naturally, I felt elated. The program was well received and led to further programs in Sanskrit on various topics, such as prāṇāyāma, Upaniṣad kāvya (literature), the Sūryanamaskāra, āsana practice, haṭhayoga, wedding mantras, and the story of Patañjali. My teacher encouraged me in preparing for several of the radio programs and also other talks I was invited to give. In fact, he would even dictate part of the text for some of these talks. For the one on Upaniṣad kāvya, he composed a masterly survey in Sanskrit, tracing the Upaniṣadic tradition from Vedic times up through the Purāṇas, the Smṛti, the Sūtras, and into the modern period; it was an outstanding essay.

About three years later, a fledgling recording company agreed to record and release a cassette entitled Yoga of Patañjali and Ᾱdi Śaṅkara, which contained a synopsis of all four chapters of the Yogasūtras as well as chanting and a rendition of Ᾱdi Śaṅkara’s Yoga Taravali. Because of the general interest in the Yogasūtras, I thought that it would be well received, but it bombed. I offered to make good on the losses to the producer. But he in turn offered to do another program. He had received positive feedback about my rendition and thought that things might turn out differently with a more popular topic. He asked if I would record a recitation of the Lalitā Sahasranāma from the Brahmāṇḍa Purāṇa. Though this particular version of the Sahasranāma used to be performed by my mother, I was not familiar with the text. I took a couple of months to study it and then recorded the whole text. It met with good reception. Because of the chanting training I had received from my guru, Śrī Kriṣṇamācārya, the rendering was unhurried and clear, which made it easy for listeners to follow the text and be able to recite it by themselves after listening to the tape a few times.

I was able to record almost all of the Vedic chanting I had learned from my guru, including the Sūryanamaskāra (together) with Varuṇapūjā, which ran for ninety minutes and was one of the earliest, and the Ᾱditya Hṛdayam from the Rāmāyaṇa and the Svādhyāya Prakaraṇa (the chapter on Vedic chanting and kuṣmāṇḍa homa). The Taittirīya Upaniṣad, which is one of the earliest chants taught and an Upaniṣad that gives the definition of Brahman and discusses shades of bliss and ultimate bliss, was another important work. The Mahānārāyaṇa Upaniṣad, the last chapter of Yajur Veda, containing the mantras recited daily, like sandhyā, prāṇāyāma, and so on, was also released, as was the aśvamedha, the famous mantra recited during the highest Vedic rite, and which ran for three hours. The third chapter in Taittirīya Ᾱraṇyaka, along with Śiva Kavacam (Protection by Lord Śiva), was yet another popular subject. I also recorded and released several other Purāṇa and Smṛti works in Sanskrit that are regularly recited by Hindus. They included the sahasranāma of all the deities popularly worshiped, such as Viṣṇu, Subrahamaṇya, Ᾱñjaneya, Rāghavendra (a saint), Gaṇeśa, and Hariharaputra, in addition to the seven-hundred-stanza work on Devī, the Devī Māhātmya (in three volumes) from the Mārkaṇḍeya Purāṇa, all of which texts form part of the yoga of worship (mantrayoga).

I also released a recitation of the five-hundred-stanza work called the Mukapancaśati on the goddess Kāmākṣī of Kāncīpuram. The paramācārya, Śaṅkarācārya of Kānci Maṭh (who lived for one hundred years), listened to the cassette and blessed me with a shawl. These readings, which run for three hours, contain an introduction by the present Śaṅkarācārya of Kānci Maṭh, Śrī Jayendra Sarasvatī. The Bala Rāmāyaṇa (History of Lord Rāma), a classic of over two hundred verses, is a condensed version of the whole of the Rāmāyaṇa, the text taught to beginning students of Sanskrit in schools in India. It also contains an introduction by the Kānci pontiff. In all, twenty-five cassettes were released on many Hindu classics that are normally used for pārāyaṇa (chanting or prayer). I have also completed the recording of the Sundara Kāṇḍa, the fifth chapter of the Vālmīki Rāmāyaṇa. This work, which contains about three thousand verses (including the coronation of Śrī Rāma in Yuddha Kāṇḍa), is contained in a set of ten, one-hour cassettes. Svādhyāya, or chanting, is an important aspect of the kriyāyoga and aṣṭāṅgayoga of Patañjali. In the course of my training, my guru spent perhaps as much time on chanting and theoretical studies (svādhyāya) as on the physical aspects of yoga.

During the early years, Śrī Kriṣṇamācārya used to quote often from the Yoga Rahasya of Nāthamuni, many of which quotes I noted down. For instance, he quoted the following passage to emphasize the importance of finding means for contraception and family planning (mitā santāna). This sloka, Pāśāsanam yoganidrā garb-hapiṇdañca bhadrakam | Matsyendrāsanākhyete, sarva garbha nirodhakāḥ, mentions the āsanas (noose posture, yogic reclining posture, fetus posture, auspicious posture, kingfish posture) that prevent conception. But when I asked him where the text was available, he said with a chuckle that it used to be available at Sarabhoji Māhāraja of Tanjore and that he had seen the text, which was written on palm leaves and kept in an ivory box. He even suggested that I write to the Sarasvatī Mahal library in Tanjore and ask for a copy. I did write to them, and received a reply that no such text existed. I subsequently learned from a Vaiṣṇavite friend that Nāthamuni had intended to transmit the knowledge of yoga, the Yoga Rahasya (Secret of Yoga), to his grandson, but he passed away before he could do so. I sort of figured out that Yoga Rahasya was the work of my own guru, inspired by his upāsana (devotion) to Nāthamuni. The work contained several of the instructions Śrī Kriṣṇamācārya used to give while teaching yoga. But there were variations in the same slokas, when he quoted them on different occasions, which is further evidence that Yoga Rahasya may have been the masterpiece of my own guru, inspired by tradition and devotion.

In the early days of my studies, I accompanied Śrī Kriṣṇamācārya to several temples. I remember vividly our visits to temples of Śrī Rāma at Madurantakam, Tiruvallur, Sṛperumpudur, Kāncīpuram, and others. He climbed the steep steps at Sholingar for almost an hour to reach the shrine of Lord Narasiṃha. He was always respectfully received by the temple authorities, and visitors to the temple would pay their respects to him in the traditional way.

During the last four or five years of his life, from 1985 until his death, my visits to him became infrequent, as he was exceptionally busy and much sought after by scholars from abroad and from within India. His movements also became rather restricted due to a fall. He managed to overcome the problem to some extent and was able to sit up for long hours to instruct his disciples. I again went to him for lessons in 1988, a year before he passed away. He gave me voluminous notes in Sanskrit on some of the Upaniṣads, marriage mantras, and other subjects, but most of our time together was spent in chanting various Vedic texts. Sometimes he would even lie down in bed and recite from memory, while I followed with the help of a book. One morning when I went to see him, he was sitting up in bed and preparing for his daily pūjā, the icons in position in front of him on the table. He was applying tiruman (holy dust) to his forehead with all the care and attention in the world. For ten minutes I watched him doing the pūjā, totally concentrated, absolutely oblivious to my presence at his doorstep. He was concentration and devotion personified while doing pūjā alone at the age of ninety-nine. One could feel the depth of his faith and devotion.
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Śrī T. Kriṣṇamācārya, age ninety, in the room where he taught yoga for several years. (Photo by Professor T. Radakrishnan)



One day as we completed a session, I heard him, at least I thought I heard him—perhaps I imagined it—say that I should try to become like him (yenna mathiri varanum). I was choked with emotion as I walked out of his room. Thereafter, I stopped going for his classes, since there was a lot of activity with his centenary approaching—TV crews, journalists, biographers, scholars, foreign yoga experts, publicity people, and several others were all over his Spartan little abode.

One morning I heard that he was seriously ill, and I went to see him with my parents. He was attended by some of his senior students. When later that afternoon I heard that he had reached the lotus feet of the Lord (Ᾱcārya Tiruvadi), we went again to pay our last respects. Appropriately, on his chest were the sandals (pādukā) of the icons he had worshiped. I felt a lump in my throat; I had enjoyed a long association with him. Although I was not intimately close to him, there was always an undercurrent of goodwill and affection. Ours was the optimum student-teacher relationship for more than three and a half decades.

At sixty, one tends to look back rather than forward. One thing that appealed to me throughout my studies with him was his unshaken faith in, and devotion to, God and the authenticity of the śāstras (scriptures). One day he would ask a question, “What is the purpose of life?” He himself would answer, “The purpose of life is to study the śāstras, understand their meaning, and abide by it.” I was drawn to him and continued to study under him for perhaps longer than anyone outside of his family, because one feels the confidence and conviction that the śāstras are authentic in the presence of his transparent sincerity. In hearing him talk and explain the texts or do yoga, one got the feeling that he was 100 percent genuine and brutally honest. With how many gurus can one get that feeling?

I was fortunate to stumble onto a guru like Śrī Kriṣṇamācārya. Would you not agree?


2

The Story of Patañjali
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“My prayers to Patañjali, hailing from a family of sages, who by his work on yoga, grammar, and therapy, helped mankind eradicate defilements of mind, language, and body.”

—Sanskrit prayer

PATAÑJALI WAS A ṚṢI, a word that means “one who sticks to truth” (ṛṣayaḥ satyavacasaḥ and ṛtey Īṣaṇāt ṛṣiḥ). The Amarkośa, a thesaurus of Sanskrit roots, says that ṛṣis and truth speakers are synonymous. A civilization is at its best when the people enjoy good health, express themselves well and meaningfully, and have clarity of thought. Bhartṛhari, a great Sanskrit grammarian and philosopher, emphāsizes the need for purity in the three human activities (kāraṇa): mind, speech, and body (mano, vāk, and kāya).

Mahaṛṣi Patañjali is believed to have written treatises on these three subjects, and evidence for this can be found in eulogies about him in ancient Sanskirt literature. Legend has it that once people suffering from the corruption of the above-mentioned kāraṇas prayed to Īśvara (the Lord) for guidance. In response to their prayers, Īśvara sent Ᾱdiśeṣa, the divine serpent king, to incarnate as Patañjali, who then wrote three important texts—on medicine (cikitsā), on Sanskrit grammar (pāda), and on mental health (yoga).

Patañjali’s yoga treatise is written in cryptic statements and contains four chapters (pāda). Being written by a grammarian, the sūtrālike (aphoristic) language of Patañjali is of a very high order and his choice of words immaculate. Patañjali’s yoga system, complete unto itself, shows the place and practice of many subsystems such as jñāna (wisdom), bhakti (devotion), karma (action) kriyā (purification), haṭha, and mantra yogas. An authentic commentary on the sūtras was written by the sage Vyāsa, believed from time immemorial to be the author of the Brahma Sūtras and also the compiler of the Vedas. Further elucidations have also been written by such well-known commentators as Śaṅkarācārya, Vācaspatimiśra, Rājabhoja, and Sādāśiva Brahmendra. Swāmi Vivekānanda also has written a detailed commentary on the Yogasūtras.

About Patañjali, an outstanding devotee of Lord Śiva, and an incarnation of Ᾱdiśeṣa (on whom Lord Viṣṇu rests), there are several references in many ancient works. Only a few, however, give his life story, and of them, only Rāmabhadra Dīkṣita’s Patañjali Caritra is written with Patañjali as the main character (nāyaka). Composed in the style of the great poet (mahākāvi) Kālidāsa, this Sanskirt work is considered a mahākāvya (a great work of literature). When comparing references to Patañjali in other works, there are a few differences. But written with great poetic beauty and artistry, this work tells, in coherent fashion, the life story of Patañjali. Let us see the drama unfold.

The Lord, with his bewitching smile, is resting on Ᾱdiśeṣa, floating on the milky ocean. The Lord’s incarnations as Matsya (fish) and Kūrma (turtle) have been completed. The milky ocean has been churned, and the unique, priceless objects, such as the Airāvata (the white elephant of Indra), have come out of the ocean, and Mount Mandara, which was used to churn the milky ocean by the devas and asuras using Vāsuki as the rope, has been put back in its original position. The various creatures in the mountain, such as the serpents—the garlands of Lord Śiva—drink the milk remaining in the crevices and caves of Mount Mandara and are ecstatic.

All of a sudden, Lord Viṣṇu’s weight rapidly increases. Ᾱdiśeṣa, as the couch of the Lord, struggles to maintain his balance owing to the increased heaviness of the Lord; he breathes heavily through his thousand hoods. Sanatukmāra the nityāsūri (who permanently directs his gaze toward the Lord) himself is disturbed and withdraws a little from his usual fixed position. Garuḍa, the divine aerial vehicle of Viṣṇu, moves toward Ᾱdiśeṣa to help him out, offers him a word of encouragement, and asks about the cause of this sudden change in the weight of the Lord. Ᾱdiśeṣa wonders anxiously if the Lord might be testing him because of a possible lapse on his part. The goddess Śrī Lakṣmī is also shaken. Just then the Lord opens his eyes, waking up from his yoganidrā (yogic sleep), and with tears of joy in his eyes. His weight is back to normal and Ᾱdiśeṣa is able to bear the weight of the Lord as before. Ᾱdiśeṣa asks, “My Lord, why this unbearable heaviness?”

With his bewitching smile back on his face, the Lord began to explain the wonderful spectacle he saw when he was in yoganidrā. He describes the ecstatic divine dance (tāṇḍava) of Lord Śiva in the ponnambalam (the golden chamber) to the accompaniment of various musical instruments played rhythmically by several devas (celestial beings). It was on account of the infinite bliss (ānandaghana), he experienced that he became heavy, he says. Hearing that, Ᾱdiśeṣa, himself a loyal servant of Lord Viṣṇu and also a great devotee of Lord Śiva, expresses spontāneously his desire to witness the divine dance of Lord Śiva and requests the Lord to give him the boon.

Viṣṇu says that this is exactly what Śiva had ordained Ᾱdiśeṣa to do. By way of background, the grandson of Paṇi, known as Pāṇini, performed severe penance and surrendered to Lord Śiva, once upon a time. Śiva, with great compassion toward Pāṇini, played his small drum (ḍamaru), and from the sound created by the drum was born the Māheśvara Sūtra, the basis of Sanskrit grammar. Based on Māheśvara’s aphorisms, Pāṇini wrote a sūtra that became the basic text for Sanskrit grammar. Further, Kātyāyana, again with the grace of Lord Śiva, wrote a detailed commentary on Pāṇini’s aphorisms. Then Pāṇini’s student Vyāghrabhūta and Kātyāyana’s pupil Svabhūti taught the vārtika (commentary) to several others. Lord Parameśvara, however, was satisfied neither with the quality of these works nor with the pace of propagation of Sanskirt grammar, which resulted in very unsatisfactory communication among people and a poor understanding of the śāstras (scriptures). Hence Lord Śiva desired that Ᾱdiśeṣa take birth as a human being, witness the dance of Śiva, and then write a detailed and authentic commentary on Sanskirt grammar. “Thus the Lord Parameśvara has ordained,” Viṣṇu informed the eager Ᾱdiśeṣa. He was overwhelmed with joy at the prospects of witnessing the celestial dance of Naṭarāja (the Lord of the dance, Śiva) and of writing the authentic commentary, the Mahābhāṣya (the great elucidation).

In due course, Ᾱdiśeṣa, desiring to reincarnate as a human being, moves around in space looking out for a suitable family to be born into, and reaches a tapovana (serene forest). There, as he would later define ahiṁsā (nonviolence) in his Yogasūtras, he finds ahiṃsā fully manifested. Natural malefics are found to live in harmony in one another’s company. In that forest, the daughter of a sage, called Goṇikā, was performing penance, desiring a satputra (a worthy son). Śeṣa decides to bless Goṇikā by being “born” to her as a child. As she offers oblations to Sūrya (the sun), the pratyakṣa (manifest) god, and with her hands kept in añjali mudrā (folded), Śeṣa enters into the arghya (oblation) water in her hands and falls to the earth as a child along with the water of oblation. Goṇikā, pleased immensely with the birth of the divine child, showers her love on the baby and names him Patañjali, meaning “one who falls out of folded (añjali) hands.” As years pass by, Patañjali, with a preponderance of the sattva guṇa (quality of dharma, or order and piety), has a deep desire to do tapas (intense meditation) on Śiva. Promising his mother that he would be at her side anytime she needed him, he moves toward the southern seashore to commence his intense meditation on Lord Śiva.

As is his wont, Indra, the celestial king, uneasy with the prospects of the spiritual success of Patañjali, dispatches several celestial damsels to distract the attention of Patañjali and frustrate his yogic attempts to have a vision of Lord Śiva. Patañjali, however, who is to write an authentic text on yoga, remains steadfast in his meditative endeavors, and the damsels (apsarās), sensing defeat, retreat to the abode of Indra. Afraid that Patañjali may curse them later for their adharmic (improper) advances, the celestial dancers praise the yogic prowess of Patañjali to Indra.

Subsequently, Lord Maheśvara (Śiva), pleased instantly with the unwavering sāmadhi (absorption in yoga) and the intense tapasya and ekāgrya (one-pointedness) of Patañjali, presents himself, along with his consort, Umā, and seated on his bull, Nandi, in a divine vision to Patañjali. He is ready to grant the boon of the vision of the celestial dance to Patañjali, which was the very purpose of Ᾱdiśeṣa’s birth as a human being.


[image: image]

The ānanda tāṇḍava of Śiva witnessed by Patañjali



The cosmic vision of the moon-crested Parameśvara brings out the poet in Patañjali. Prostrating himself in front of Him, he eloquently and poetically describes the Lord’s immaculate form from foot to head (pādādi keśānta varṇanā). Reminding Patañjali, who because of nescience (avidyā) had forgotten his original form of Ᾱdiśeṣa, his true nature and also his mission on earth, the Lord orders him to come to Cidambaram and witness the ānanda tāṇḍava (dance of bliss) in order that he may have firsthand knowledge of the original Maheśvara Sūtras and write the Mahābhāsya, or great commentary, on the grammar aphorisms and reconcile the differences and iron out the confusion that had arisen in the work of subsequent authors and teachers. So saying, the Lord disappears.
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