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      Foreword

      Humans are creative animals. Since the dawn of self-awareness our species has made it a priority to remake external objects in imaginative ways for the express purpose of eliciting and enhancing selected states of being in our fellows who observe or wield those objects. Cave painters tens of thousands of years before us limned and pigmented images of their fellow creatures; their work continues to enrapture us today. Ensuing generations continued to hone their artistic skills until now, when in an apparent reaction against accurate depiction the postmodern “aesthetic” rejects both skill and “good taste.” Much of what we are fed today is “junk art,” which is about as satisfying and nourishing as “junk food.” No wonder then that so many present-day lives are dry, tasteless, unsatisfying.

      Students of ayurveda, India’s ancient system of health and healing, are taught that “loss of taste” is a serious disease; they learn to treat it by using substances and actions to return “good taste” to both palate and psyche. Students of the Indian plastic arts similarly learn how to nourish the soul by imbuing their manufactures with “good taste.” In classical Indian tradition “good taste” means good rasa, a concept that unifies within itself the body’s liquid realities (including water, sap, lymph, and semen), the physical and aesthetic senses of taste, our personal emotions, and the sentiment prevailing within a work of art. Great art purifies our feelings, improves our tasting abilities at all levels, and satisfies our thirst for beauty and satisfaction. True art nourishes us at an archetypal level that spills into our spiritual, mental, and physical realities; it renders our lives rasatmaka, filled to the brim with pure, refreshing fluids that trickle down to the subtlest core of our beingness. Those with “good taste” create tasty, nourishing art for others with “good taste” to dine on.

      Creativity lies at the hub of the spiritual system known as tantra, a set of methodical practices that seeks to transform us from mundane into supramundane beings while preserving and enhancing our rasa. Tantra is the process of transmutation; mantra provides the metamorphic shakti (energy); yantra is the crucible in which that energy is collected. The yantra is the visible manifestation of the shakti in the mantra, the mantra the aural manifestation of the shakti in the yantra. Amalgamate these via a suitable process, and you have alchemy, which is known in India as rasa vidya, “the real knowledge of rasa.”

      India’s seers fashioned thousands of different yantras, each designed to fabricate a particular “flavor” in reality. Be the purpose of the process spiritual or mundane, success at tantra is attained when the desired rasa is obtained. Traditionally only an advanced aspirant would be initiated into a particular yantra with its appropriate mantra; the initiating guru would then vigilantly supervise the procedure until success was achieved. As apprentice European painters during the Middle Ages would become seasoned artists by interning in a master’s atelier, so greenhorn designers and makers in India would live with their gurus, sometimes for years, while being molded into experts at their crafts.

      We are incalculably fortunate that yantras and mantras that were once closely guarded secrets are now available in print, and less than fortunate that authorities in these lores are now few and far between. Providence connected Sarah Tomlinson with one such authority, the late Harish Johari; during her time with him and his family she was privileged to receive the direct transmissions from him that have led to the book you now hold. When you follow with attention and dedication the instructions contained herein, it will be for you as if you too were the recipient of Harish Johari’s keen attention.

      Few humans are such consummate artists as to be possessed ceaselessly by the muse, but each time we yield to the primordial human urge to create we open ourselves to the muses, that they may live and act through us. Creativity showers blessings on us, on humankind, and on the cosmos, for the more we encourage creativity in ourselves, the more creative the universe itself becomes.

      By tapping in to the very source of creativity, the tantric tradition renders creativity itself exponentially more creative. To draw or paint a yantra is creative; to revere the yantra thus produced, offering it your vitality in the form of your attention and your life force (prána), you bring the yantra to life. If you nourish it, it will nourish you, for a well-done yantra quenches all manner of thirsts with its symmetry, energy, and vitality. Properly attended to, a yantra will project its harmony into the spaces of your life, drawing your awareness into the embrace of its primordial depths.

      Even if you cannot now invest the substantial time and serious meditative application needed to achieve this degree of alignment with the yantra, every sincere attempt you make will bring you and your yantra closer. Even if you are not a “great” artist, a yantra is “great art,” and the process of yantra creation will put you squarely on the road of becoming a great artist. Sarah Tomlinson has opened the door to yantra for you; I invite you to walk through that door, where juiciness awaits.

      DR. ROBERT E. SVOBODA

      Dr. Robert E. Svoboda, a 1980 graduate of Tilak Ayurveda Mahavidyalaya at the University of Pune, was the first Westerner ever to graduate from a college of ayurveda and be licensed to practice ayurveda in India. During and after his formal ayurvedic training he was tutored in ayurveda, yoga, jyotish, tantra, and other forms of classical Indian lore by his mentor, the Aghori Vimalananda. Dr. Svoboda travels the world lecturing, consulting, teaching, and writing and is the author of more than a dozen books, including Ayurveda: Life, Health, and Longevity and AGHORA: At the Left Hand of God.

    

  
    
      Introduction to the Nine Designs

      I was born in England, into an artistic family, in a creative atmosphere where painting, drawing, cooking, and music were constant themes. I can see the kitchen table spread with sheets of paper upon which I had created colorful arrays of potato prints. These were the impressions left by potatoes that we had cut in half and carved a design out of before soaking the surface in colored paints. At a later age the jewelry gift boxes made from embroidered designs I had sewn together kept me entertained. The emphasis on these projects was always the fun of the activity itself. The beautiful end results were usually given away as gifts, or became something useful such as pot holders. My mother had a Richard Hittleman Yoga record that I listened to from the age of fourteen, while studying the manual and practicing the postures. These creative and spiritual conditions were ripe for the practices that would later structure and become the core disciplines in my life. From this creative haven I embarked upon art school and then yoga school and finally I came to a crossroads. Now what? There was only so much “school” I could do, and the completion of an art exhibit or a physical yoga practice left me with only fleeting happiness. I wanted to integrate all that I had learned, but I was not yet sure how it was to be done.

      Some people find their passion in motherhood, or in a fulfilling job—but I knew there was some way I was yet to discover that would weave together all the artistic and spiritual practices I enjoyed in a way that would create the fabric of a whole way of life.

      The answer came almost as the question was raised. I saw the book Tools for Tantra, a book on the Goddess Yantras by Harish Johari, in a bookstore in Sedona, Arizona, where I happened to be vacationing with my parents. The process of Yantra painting Harish described appeared to me both mystical and beautiful. The explanations—both devotional, aspiring to worship certain deities, and scientific, what happens to each part of the brain as we coordinate thinking with doing and praying—completely captivated me. I started to draw the outlines for the Yantras and began to process what I was reading.

      So began this path which has at the root of it the practice of creating Yantras, but which has since extended to encompass all that I do. The Yantras are now a starting point, a focus, a joy to make and share.

      That same summer I returned home to New York to see that Harish Johari was by chance coming to New York State from India, for what would be one of his last few visits to the United States, to teach a Yantra painting workshop. I signed up immediately, and from there I was hooked.

      I was a little terrified at first of this abrupt, elderly Indian gentleman, but the twinkle in his eyes and the deep peaceful state I felt as I sat beside him overrode the fear of his rather raging personality. Six months later I was on a plane to Delhi and then a bus to Haridwar, the town where Harish lived with his extended family and his students from Europe. During all the years of practicing hatha yoga I had never really felt the pull to go to India, but this time nothing could stop me. From day one, the four to six hours each morning I spent painting under his tutelage, along with the daily walks to the Ganges to bow down to Mother Nature and become absorbed in the devotional climate of this holy town, were but a morsel of the real fruits of the trip: the attention to the sacred in the everyday activities in his household.

      From the cleaning of the house (a layer of dust seems to cover every surface there within twenty-four hours) and the washing and ironing, to the cooking and preparation of each meal, each activitiy was done as a beautiful sadhana (spiritual practice). The meal preparation, which took a large portion of the day, included great thought to the day of the week and the appropriate spices and styles of cooking. Preparing the ingredients included much cleaning and sorting through unprocessed products and soon I had my hands full picking leaves off the fresh herb plants that would season the day’s dish. On the first day Dada (as Harish was affectionately called by his close friends and family) said to me, “Now you are here you will really be part of the family and do as we all do.” I felt loved and honored by this. In any other context I might have felt it to be demeaning, but here it was a gift. The greatest gift I received from him was to cultivate this attention in my daily life. There was no more rushing to do the vegetables so that I could go and meditate, no more rushing to finish one painting in order to start the next, all that mattered was the quality of attention to the thing I was doing at that moment and the immense amount of happiness and love I felt as a result.

      Harish set the tone for his mindful approach to the activities of the day in a conscious way. The day started for him with hours of prayer and ritual and by the time his students and other members of the household surfaced we would sit with him outside as the fire began to die down; this morning practice held the flavor for the day, the ritual, active prayer and the silent devotion.

      Harish was a supreme example of this attentive approach. He would paint on my painting to show me things, so focused and careful with his brushstrokes that the painting came to life with the devotion that those careful gestures contained. And the food he prepared—often he would make a special dish, usually a vegetable accompaniment to the main dish, which would always taste of something wonderful and out of the ordinary that I couldn’t quite put a name to. It was inspiring to witness the quality of living that he had so beautifully mastered and which showed itself in so many ways. He had written many books on art, ayurveda, massage, and breathing. He had created sculptures and music and used astrology and gemology in his work. Each of the subjects that he taught was intended to lead a way back through conscious attention, to reveal how all actions are to nourish and honor that which is sacred in each moment.

      Sometimes you have to journey to a far off place to see clearly what is right in front of you. My travels in India were a little like that. I can better appreciate the richness of my childhood, the creative projects that my mother never ceased to come up with and share and encourage me with—the sewing, cooking, printing, drawing, knitting, painting, and beyond. These early pastimes and the sense of community and family I enjoyed as a child came into much clearer focus from my travels. My life in the here and now is infused with this appreciation of both my childhood and my time spent in India.

      Heightened awareness of the senses through my connection to sound, color, and shape allows me to taste the spirit in my everyday life. Today I went for a walk and was in awe at the range of blues in the sky as the swirls of clouds crossed above me, the shapes of the trees and the distinct leaves. The sounds of the wind blowing in different directions amid other natural and man-made noises made me feel so alive. From these practices it is as if my sensual perceivers have been cleansed—I can actually see bright colors where before there was one muted color, enjoy distinct sounds where before I didn’t notice them, and appreciate the range of shapes changing before my eyes. Much of what we see in nature is ephemeral, like the color of the sky; the ability to appreciate the richness of the moment has been a way for me to achieve immense joy and recognize the wonder of being.

      I am deeply grateful for the time I spent in India with the Johari family. Harish would say that I learnt a lot whilst there “the painting and everything else. . . .” He knew I had gained new eyes to see with—and his stern words gradually melted into a softer more peaceful space between us. Harish was initially a temple sculptor and painter and I believe that this meditative training in the tantric arts led him to develop the other areas of study and expertise. It is my intention to share with you this powerful practice of creating Yantras to enhance your own experience of the sacred in the mundane, elevating your waking state of consciousness so that you are more peaceful and centered in all that you do.

      
        Active Meditation

        Think of an activity that you engage in that is fulfilling and so pleasurable and absorbing that it brings you into the present moment. By this I mean that it draws you out of the concerns, worries, and occupations that reside in the mind seemingly all of the time. You notice a lightness of spirit, a happiness that arises in an inexplicable way. Physically, you experience an unwinding of the nervous system; your body relaxes. Being fully engaged in a creative project leaves little room for extraneous mental activity—its very nature awakens dormant pleasure that resides within. The rhythm and repetitiveness of sewing, knitting, and calligraphy, for example, are soothing; they let the mind dwell in a neutral state, sometimes known as the zero state, or the source. The phrase “back to the source,” which has entered into our contemporary vocabulary, suggests a returning to the land, to a time when people were conscious of honoring the earth, the rhythms in nature, and the sacred ordering of days, seasons, and years. It evokes a remembering of the wholeness of the activities that spring from and return you to the source. The results of these creative projects can bring about feelings of tranquillity, centering, and as the title of this book suggests, inner peace. This peaceful feeling indicates that you have connected with the source of your happiness and well-being.

        Creating Yantras is a traditional spiritual practice that, just like yoga and meditation, leads you to the source, to a feeling of contentment. Yantras were originally conceived over four thousand years ago in the northern regions of India. Creating Yantras is a particularly powerful spiritual practice that enables you to connect your essential creative self with its expression. Working with these designs has become part of contemporary stress-reduction practices brought to us from the East along with yoga and Eastern philosophies.

        Each of the Nine Designs, or Yantras, possesses distinct qualities expressed through differing shapes and color configurations. Your mind, body, and spirit respond differently to each one. Creating these designs in an active form of meditation leads you to inner peace by quieting the chatter that flows unhindered in your mind.

        There was a time I went about my usual activities mindlessly, just doing them to get them done, wishing they would be finished and out of the way. Usually they would be uninspiring and leave me feeling rather tired. From the teachings I have absorbed through Yantra painting and the studies I had with Harish in India, I have learned to view these activities in a new light. There is no rushing to get through this project to get to the next thing, and the next one after that. The joy of fully engaging in the task at hand, whether it is cooking a soup, or carrying the groceries home, has become the source of immeasurable happiness. It has been a gradual shift, but there is a qualitative difference now in my experience during and after these activities. This shift has been inspired by the process that I am outlining in this workbook. The ease and flow of various activities during my day is more of a celebration of the vitality of each moment. I am energized by my daily routine, rather than drained by it. It is my wish that the spiritual practice of creating Yantras brings you a deepened awareness of the richness of the present moment on and off the paper. All spiritual practices such as Yantras, yoga, and meditation can be done in a dry, dull fashion. It is the desire to use them to enliven your vision, your views on life, or to feel calm that will enrich the practices themselves as well as the good feeling and peacefulness that continues throughout the day. Through teaching numerous workshops on Yantras, I enjoy witnessing how the benefits ripple out into the lives of my students.

        This process becomes astonishing when you realize that you yourself are the catalyst for the benefits that we speak about in this book. The spark that will ignite the deeper teachings given here comes from within. Choose to fully engage in the “art” of creating Yantras in a way that triggers your full-hearted attention; this will help you to cultivate the state of mindfulness. The invitation comes through this ancient practice. The extent to which your life will be enriched is up to you.

      

      
        Key Qualities of the Nine Designs

        While working with the Yantras, you will tap into the timeless key qualities of these ancient designs and arrive at some new understandings of their benefits and powers. The brief descriptions here introduce the key qualities and synthesize the more expanded discussion later on. As you make your Yantra, running these few words through your mind will maximize the benefits you receive from your chosen design.

        Radiance: Sunny optimism, self-confidence, magnetism. Enables your joy and good spirits to reach and affect others you connect with.

        Nourishment: Nurturing, sustaining, compassionate. Cultivates feminine and receptive attributes.

        Passion: Direction, purpose, enthusiasm. Allows you to compete and accomplish great feats with desire, meaning, and joy.

        Intellect: Judgment, equilibrium, balance. Calms the nervous system and stimulates the mind toward equanimity.

        Expansion: Growth and opulence, generosity of spirit, and community. Opens your heart to opportunities for charity and sharing and suggests new horizons.

        Bliss: Sensuality, appreciation for beauty, art, and refinement. Gives you access to the positive aspects of your senses.

        Organization: Order, discipline, a quiet mind. Patience and endurance are maximized.

        Uniqueness: Independence, originality, exploration. Awareness of your authentic voice and ideas.

        Spirituality: Mystical experiences, solitude, purification. The peace you find within.

        The use of words in the Yantra-making process helps to shape the outcome, to find out where, for example, uniqueness is awakening in your life as you create the Uniqueness Design. This adds a rich dimension to the practice—one of self-discovery—as ideas, feelings, and thoughts surface throughout and long after the practice. You may find barriers to your own uniqueness that you are able to dispense with over time. Ideas may emerge as you make the Yantra for the first or tenth time, or as you meditate on it later.

        In addition, each design has a sound that resonates with its key quality. By listening to or reciting the sound while focusing on the design, you will amplify its healing potential. (Additional discussion will follow on the importance of sound in the Yantra-making process, as well as the specific sound that corresponds to each of the key qualities.) Sound is a wonderful vehicle for self-expression—freeing your voice through singing or chanting liberates your creative spirit.

        The steps for making a Yantra described in this book, using the ruler and compass for exactitude, remove the need for you to puzzle out the geometry of the Yantras. All you have to do is immerse yourself in the activity, and the key qualities contained within the designs will be communicated to you even if you are unaware of it. You will discover, though, how much more effective it is if you purposely direct your mind to welcome the specific quality of the design you are making. This is what I mean when I speak of a conscious or mindful experience to contrast with a merely mechanical activity. For example, the Nourishment Design awakens the ability to nurture and nourish your body, mind, and spirit through the specific colors, shapes, and sounds as well as through your intention to nourish.

        As you create the design, a visceral response occurs with positive spiritual results to the body and mind. While each design has its own specific quality, the centering effect is the same with all Yantras. Working from the outer edge toward the center mirrors the journey of discovering peace within. For example, if you are agitated and restless at the start, by the time you arrive at the center of the Yantra, you will have reined in those anxieties and arrived at a place where the mind is clear and the body feels settled.

      

      
        The Benefits of Working with the Nine Designs

        Naturally you are wondering how creating a particular design will affect your life. In part that depends on the way you approach the activity. The workbook guides you in great detail concerning how to execute the drawings, how to color them, and even how to use them for meditation. In this section you will discover what you yourself can do to derive the greatest benefits from this practice.

        Enhanced Creativity: Simply by opening yourself to the process of making the design you will connect with your creative resources. This is not merely in an artistic sense, but also in how you address with imagination and originality everything that comes your way.

        Reduced Stress: Both the process of making the design and the targeted qualities of each one help alleviate the stress and chaos most of us are exposed to daily.

        Valuing Your Surroundings: The combination of color, shape, and sound involved in making the Yantra will contribute to your appreciation of your environment—your awareness of your home, your clothes, and the things that make up your world.

        Trusting Yourself: By creating the design that you first are attracted to, simply from intuition, you will garner an inner trust in your response to things and people around you.

        Inner Peace: The habits of mindfulness you form based on this design-making experience can be applied to all your daily activities. This is the supreme benefit of creating Yantras.

        
          Enhanced Creativity

          By connecting with the source of your creativity through this spiritual practice, a vibrant energy is awakened that will bring its inspiration fully into your life. The students who attend my workshops report back that afterward their lives are back on track vis-à-vis their creativity. Recently a woman who had not painted since kindergarten produced a stunning Bliss Design. A writer who had lost touch with the joy in writing told me her words had begun to flow again, inspired anew by the depth of creativity she was now feeling. Students often report a joyful wholeness reentering their lives, as if their lives have gone from black and white back into color! There is an ease, a happiness, and a relaxation that come from remembering the source of your being through this traditional form of active meditation.

          I have made these designs over and again, and it is through the simple repetition of their creation and the familiarity with their forms that I have found the most positive results. When you embark upon a spiritual practice, its fruits are always more glorious when you devote sustained, regular effort to it. Soon the immediate fruits, whether a finished painting, a comfortable hour of silent meditation, or a steady headstand, are less rewarding than the strengthened connection to the source, which is the true result.

        

        
          Reduced Stress

          The benefits of this form of active meditation lie in reducing stress, or changing our response to it. When creating the Nine Designs, the process itself soothes stress. As the triggers to stress are resolved by invoking the key qualities, there is even further relief. For example, if you are stressed because of the chaos in your life, the process of creating the Organization Design will be calming, while the effect of working with organization will awaken the knowledge to resolve or find order in the confusion that is currently overwhelming you.

          We know that when we are tense or anxious the breath becomes shallow and fast; conversely, when relaxed the breath is deep and full. Breathing techniques are designed to calm the body and mind; meditative activities such as creating Yantras have a similar effect. As one student, Lesley, told me, “The Yantra has been so powerful. I put it on my wall at home. It’s amazing, Sarah. I feel so soothed and protected by the Yantra. I really feel like it breathes and helps me to do the same. I want to paint more and more.” Having found a degree of relaxation and contentment from her first Yantra, this woman wanted to create more. Her response is quite typical. She connected with a feeling that had been missing in her life and experienced increased well-being from a practice that she found easy to do. Keeping the finished painting on her wall at home served as a constant reminder to her of the state of well-being she achieved during its creation.

          Once the designs are on the wall at home, or in some significant focal point, you will begin to see how the images come to life. As you spend more time with the designs, the colors and shapes will suggest new aspirations and ideas. The designs may develop a kind of animated feel, like Lesley’s, which seemed to breathe.

          Singing the sounds associated with each design, known as mantras, can be liberating, taking you out of a rigid, constricted way of acting. Everyone knows the joys of singing in the shower or singing in church. Chanting, humming, hearing a song in your head—in so many ways sounds produce a joyful response in the spirit. How hard it is to be tense and angry and still sing joyfully!
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