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Abstract

This essay examines the formative history of the cakras of tantric yoga through a genea-
logy of the “wheel of the navel” (nabhicakra) and “lotus of the heart” (hrdayapundarika,
etc.). Both expressions appear in the Patafijalayogasastra and have precursors in early
religious and medical literatures. It is shown that Patafijali’s wheel metaphor likely derives
from a classical Ayurvedic conception of the navel as a wheel-like hub of bodily ducts,
while the image of the heart as a lotus can be traced back to early Upanisads
(Chandogya 8, 1.1). Further examination reveals that multiple wheel and lotus metaphors
feature in early religious and medical representations of the body, which are closely
connected. This study highlights important continuities between medical views of the
body, Patafijala yoga, and the body of the early Saiva tantra corpus.
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Cakras, “wheels” or “circles” envisioned at various points in the body, are among the
most widely-recognized concepts stemming from India’s tantric traditions. Usually
represented as circular, stylized lotus flowers inscribed with symbols, syllables, and
divinities, arrayed in an ascending series along the body’s vertical axis, cakras are
quintessential elements of the tantric body—the subtle anatomy of yoga as inflected in
the tantric traditions. Indeed, cakras are key elements of the meditation practices that
distinguish tantric yoga from other Indic forms of contemplation.

Despite their prominence, relatively little scholarly attention has been devoted to the
genealogy of cakras and to the formative history of the tantric body. The current state
of knowledge is aptly summarized by Mallinson and Singleton (2017: 176-77), who offer
the following terse but insightful remarks:

There are several precursors to the later ubiquitous six-cakra system. The
Mahabhdarata (12.187.51) mentions a knot (granthi) at the heart, the
untying of which brings happiness. A navel cakra and heart lotus
(pundarika) are mentioned in the Patafijalayogasastra (1.36, 3.1, 3.29, 3.34)
as focuses for meditation and several early tantras also mention cakras or
lotuses at the heart and navel (Vinasikhatantra 141, 364, Svacchandatantra
7.20, Sardhatrisatikalottara 8.32, 10.18, 11.15, 11.17). The Svacchandatantra
(7.8) describes a nexus of channels (nadis) configured ‘like [the spokes of]
a wheel’ (cakravat), which the eleventh-century Kashmiri commentator
Ksemaraja locates in the navel and, as mentioned above, the
Sardhatrisatikalottara’s tenth chapter also describes a wheel of ten primary
channels in the navel.

The present essay elaborates upon these important observations, in particular the
references to a “navel wheel” (nabhicakra) and “heart lotus” (hrdayapundarika) in the
Patafijalayogasastra. These prove to be productive lenses for reconstructing the early
history of the tantric body, virtually all versions of which emphasize the navel and
heart. Understanding the Patafijalayogasastra’s conceptions of the navel and heart
requires exploring a range of early literature, both religious (mainly the Upanisads and
Mahabharata) and medical. The picture of the body emerging therefrom not only
provides crucial background for understanding the Patafijalayogasastra, but also the yoga
of the early Saiva tantra corpus, which emerges from around the sixth century ct. These
connections have been inadequately explored so far but prove crucial to the history of



the tantric body, allowing us to understand, for example, why the imagery of lotus
flowers and wheels became so significant.

As others have observed already,! the ‘classical’ cakra system prevalent in second-
millennium Hindu tantras and Hathayoga is absent from the circa 400 cE
Patafijalayogasastra, i.e. Patafijali’s Yogastitras with the Bhasya commentary, which may or
may not be Patafjali’s own composition.2 Meditation on bodily loci, including the navel
and the heart, is nonetheless integral to its yoga. Discussions of bodily loci appear in
two related contexts. These are the practice of dharanda, meditative fixation or
concentration; and samyama, “complete control” or “mastery,” a state of accomplish-
ment arising from perfection in the three higher auxiliaries (anga) of yoga: dharana,
dhyana (meditation), and samadhi (absorption), practised together. Samyama is
established with respect to a particular meditation object, whether internal or external.
Statra 3.29 states, nabhicakre kayavyihajianam: “[from samyama] with respect to the
wheel of the navel [arises] knowledge of the body’s arrangement (kayavyiiha).” This is
the only reference to the navel in the sitras themselves, and neither these nor the
Bhasya elaborate upon what makes the navel a “wheel” (cakra). No other point in the
body is so described. The Bhdsya on the sitra explains that “knowledge of the body’s
arrangement” means understanding of the body’s three humours (dosa) and seven
constituents (dhatu)—key categories of classical Ayurveda. Maas (2008: 130) has
analyzed this passage in an illuminating article on medical knowledge in the
Patafijalayogasastra.3 Subsequent sitras elaborate upon samyama with respect to
additional points in the body: the “well of the throat” (kanthakiipa, 3.30), the “tortoise
vein” (kiirmanadi) below this (3.31), the “light in the [top of the] head” (mardhajyotis,
3.32),4 and the heart (hrdaya, 3.34), samyama over which leads to knowledge of the mind

1 See for example White 2003: 220-21.

2 Following Philipp Maas (2006) and others before him, I tend to view the Patafjalayogasastra as a single
Gupta-era composition, while nonetheless taking care to distinguish which evidence is found in the sitras
and which in the Bhdasya.

3 Maas (2008: 130) constitutes the Bhasya on Yogasiitra 3.29 thus: nabhicakre samyamam krtva kayavyitham
vijaniyat. vatapittaslesmanas trayo dosah. dhatavah sapta rasa-lohita-mamsa-snayu-asthi-majja-sukrani. parvam
purvam esam bahyam ity esa vinyasah.

4 Clarifying Yogasiitra 3.32 (mirdhajyotisi siddhadarsanam), the Bhdsya comments, Sirahkapale 'ntas chidram
prabhasvaram jyotis[,] tatra samyamat [em. Maas (p.c.); samyamam krtva ed. Agase 1904] siddhanam dyavaprthivyor



(cittasamvit). In its gloss of “heart” in siitra 3.34, the Bhdsya uses the collocation “lotus of
the heart” (hrdayapundarika), an expression also appearing ad siitras 1.36 and 3.1,
without explication.

Three of these places in the body, and several others, are singled out in the Bhasya on
Yogastitra 3.1 as focal points for dharand, defined by this siitra as the act of concentrating
the mind upon a single locus. Commenting thereon, the Bhasya lists the following sites
for concentration: the wheel of the navel (nabhicakra), the lotus of the heart
(hrdayapundarika), the light in the head (miirdhajyotis), the tip of the nose (nasikagra),
and the tip of the tongue (jihvagra).5 Further sites are mentioned in the commentary on
Yogastitra 1.35, which speaks of dharana on the tip of the nose (nasikagra), tip of the
tongue (jihvagra), the palate (talu), the middle of the tongue (jihvamadhya), and root of
the tongue (jihvamila). Concentration at these five points leads to knowledge of the five
subtle elements (tanmatras)—scent, taste, form, touch, and sound, respectivelyé—while

antaralacarinam darsanam (“Inside the skull is a hole, [locus of] a radiant light; by mastery with respect to
this, one has a vision of the siddhas who roam the intermediate region between sky and earth”). Maas (p.c.)
points out that the -Vivarana commentary may support the reading chidram prabhdsvaratvat jyotis (“a hole
[known as] ‘the light’ because of being radiant;” cf. the -Vivarana ad Patafijalayogasastra 3.1). This hole is
likely what later sources call the brahmarandhra, the “fissure of brahman” at the anterior fontanelle (see s.v.
brahmarandhra in Tantrikabhidhanakosa, vol. IV [Goodall and Rastelli forthcoming]). Bhojadeva glosses chidram
precisely thus: brahmaramdhrakhyam (“[hole] called the ‘fissure of brahman™). The word mirdhan itself
offers some support: while usually meaning “head,” when it is a point for concentration or mantra-nyasa,
Saiva sources place the miirdhan above the points designated lalata (forehead) and/or bhriimadhya/bhruvor
madhya (between the eyebrows). For references see s.v. miirdhan in ibid. Furthermore, in a famous verse
appearing as both Katha Upanisad 6.16 and Chandogya 8.6.6, miirdhan is the location in the body to which the
channel (nadi) extending up from the heart ascends, the gateway to the immortal; Olivelle (1998) interprets
this as “crown of the head.” On the idea of contemplation of divine light in the crown leading to visions of
siddhas, cf. Matanigaparamesvara, yogapdada 6.31-36b.

5 Patafijalayogasastra 3.1: desabandhas cittasya dharand. nabhicakre hrdayapundarike murdhajyotisi ndsikagre
jihvagra ity evamadisu desesu bahyesu ca visayesu cittasya vrttimdtrena bandha iti dhdrana. “Concentration is
binding the mind in one place. The wheel of the navel, lotus of the heart, light in the crown, tip of the nose,
tip of the tongue—binding the mind (citta) to these and other places and on external objects, with cognitive
activity (vrtti) solely [focused on that place], is dhdrana.” 1 here follow the Patafijalayogasastravivarana’s
version of the Bhasya (ed. Rukmani 2001). Maas (p.c.), however, notes that several manuscripts read hrdaye
rather than hrdayapundarike, as might the -Vivarana (which comments, hrdayam pundarikakaram, “the heart
has the shape of a lotus”).

6 Bhasya ad Yogasiitra 1.35 (ed. Maas 2006): nasikagre dharayato gandhasamvit, sa gandhapravrttih | jihvagre
rasasamvit | taluni riapasamvit | jihvamadhye sparsasamvit | jihvamile $abdasamvit, ity eta pravrttaya utpannds,

cittam sthitau nibadhnanti, samsayam vidhunvanti, samadhiprajiiaya ca dvaribhavanti |. “Knowledge of the
[subtle element of] scent [arises] for one who fixes the mind at the tip of the nose; this is the appearance
(pravrtti) of scent. [From fixing the mind] at the tip of the tongue [arises] knowledge of the taste [subtle

element]. At the palate, form. At the middle of the tongue, touch. At the root of the tongue, sound. These



dharana at the lotus of the heart (hrdayapundarika), discussed again ad Yogasitra 1.36, is
said to effect knowledge of the buddhi, the subtlest aspect of mind.” The degree to which
concentration on bodily loci is central to Patanjala yoga has perhaps been insufficiently

recognized.

To some degree these discussions of concentration points recall dharana meditations of
the Santiparvan of the Mahabhdrata. A laconic account in chapter 289 lists the sites for
concentration as the navel, throat, head ($irsa), heart, chest, sides of the torso, and the
[sites of] seeing, touch, and smell.8 Arguably, the Patafijalayogasastra’s presentation of
bodily loci has at least as much in common with that of the circa sixth-century ce
Ni$vasatattvasamhitd, the earliest surviving scripture of the Saiva Mantramarga (that is,
tantric Saivism). In the Nisvdsa, the yogic body is only sketchily developed and differs
from both Patafijali and from later tantric conceptions in important ways.? Both the
navel and heart feature in the exposition of yoga in the Nisvasa’s Nayasitra, as do
additional points well-known from other yoga systems, while this is probably the
earliest source teaching dhdarana upon the five gross material elements in bodily loci:
the big toes (for the wind), navel (for fire), throat (for earth), uvula and/or tonsils (for
water), and the head/crown (mirdhan, for space).l© Among other passages of interest,
five partially overlapping places are specified as loci for breath control (pranarodha): the
navel, heart, throat, between the eyebrows (bhrimadhya), and the “door in the
head” (4.137c-41). Nothing in the Nisvasa seems to elucidate the Patafijalayogasastra’s
references to a navel-wheel or heart-lotus, however.

[sensory-based] appearances arise [from dhdrana], which bind the mind in stability, remove doubt, and
become portals to the wisdom of samadhi.”

7 Bhdsya ad Yogasiitra 1.36 (ed. Maas 2006): ... hrdayapundarike dhdrayato buddhisamvit | buddhisattvam hi
prabhdsvaram akasakalpam, yatra sthitivaisamyat pravrttih saryendugrahamaniprabhakarena vikalpyate |.
“Knowledge of the buddhi [arises] for one who fixes the mind at the lotus of the heart. For the lucidity
(sattva) comprising buddhi is radiant and sky-like. Therein, on account of the unevenness of stability, an
appearance (pravrtti) is cognized resembling the light of the sun, moon, planet, or a jewel.”

8 Mahabhdrata 12, 289.39-41: nabhyam kanthe ca Sirse ca hrdi vaksasi parsvayoh | darsane sparsane capi ghrane
camitavikrama |[39|| sthanesv etesu yo yogi mahavratasamahitah | atmana sitksmam atmanam yunkte samyag visam
pate |[40]| sa sighram amalaprajfiah karma dagdhva subhasubham | uttamam yogam asthdya yadicchati vimucyate
||41]]. For a study and translation of this chapter, see Fitzgerald 2012.

9 See Goodall et al. (2015: 33-35), who observe that “the simplicity of the yogic body as described in the
Nisvasa is striking” (page 35). On the dating of the four sitras of the Nisvasa, which represent multiple
strata, see ibid. (especially pages 71-84).

10 Nayasiitra 4.115-16b: vayavim dharaye ngusthe agneyim nabhimadhyatah | mahendrim kanthadese tu varunim
ghantikesu ca || akasadharana miirdhni sarvasiddhikari smrta |. On the interpretation of ghantikesu and other
peculiarities of this passage, see Goodall et al. 2015: 493-94,



In these three sources we see snapshots of partially overlapping schemata for
meditation on bodily loci separated by several centuries. And despite difficulties in
connecting the dots, there are enough continuities with early tantric sources that one
might be tempted to see in the Patarijalayogasastra the makings of the yogic body well-
known from tantric and hathayogic traditions of the second millennium. After all, no
matter how lean on detail, in the Patafijalayogasastra we encounter points in the body
called cakra and lotus (pundarika), yogic concentration upon the navel, chest, throat, and
various points in the head, and phenomenal powers attached to their mastery.it
Obviously much more is missing: to name just a few features, neither is there a central
channel (nadi) spanning the vertical axis of the torso,’? nor anything resembling
kundalini, nor “knots” (granthi) to be pierced. There is no mention of points in the lower

11 Cf, the view of Larson (2009: 493), who remarks, “it could well be the case that this very sequence of siitras
(I11.26-34) represents an early, if not the earliest, evidence for what will later come to be known as the
system of Hatha Yoga.” He goes too far, however, in proposing that “there is an implicit ‘vital center’ (cakra)
theory. The notions of a solar entrance (sirya-dvdra) (also called susumna-dvara by Vacaspatimisra) and a
lunar entrance (candra-dvara) are in place. There appears to be a theory of channels or veins (nadi).” Leaving
aside the question of cakras for the moment, Vacaspatimisra is almost certainly mistaken in finding a
reference to the central yogic channel (susumna) in siryadvara in the Bhdsya ad siatra 26. There is no
reference to a lunar door (candradvdra). This sequence of siitras (3.26-28) speaks of samyama with respect to
the sun, moon, and polestar (dhruva), and I see no indication that these signify aspects of a subtle body;
samyama over the celestial bodies in question leads to knowledge of cosmology (“knowledge of worlds” in
the case of the sun, which the Bhasya explains as the hierarchy of hells, worlds, heavens, etc.). Siryadvara
seems best interpreted in light of a widely-quoted hemistich of the Mundaka Upanisad (1, 2.11cd):
suryadvarena te virajah prayanti yatramrtah sa puruso hy avyayatmd, “Through the sun’s door they go,
spotless, // to where that immortal Person is, // that immutable self” (trans. Olivelle). On the idea of the
sun as the gateway to the immortal state in the early Upanisads, see Gerety 2021 and White 2009. The
explanation of Vijfianabhiksu is likely correct: ... siryadvaram ca brahmano lokadvarabhitam ... (“... and the
sun’s door, being the portal to the world of brahman ...”). While the Patafijayogasiitra may share with early
Upanisads the idea of a channel running from the heart to the head, arguably an early version of the
central channel—see the next note—it does not know of ida and pingala, etc.

12 Patafijalayogasastra 3.39 may nonetheless imply the existence of a channel spanning from the heart to the
head, an idea attested already in Brhadaranyaka 4, 2.3 and 4.8-9, and Chandogya Upanisad 8, 6.1-6, quoted
later in this essay. This sitra concerns “conquest of the upwards breath” (udana), which results in not being
restrained by water, mud, thorns, and so forth, and to “ascension” (utkranti) (udanajaydj
Jjalapankakantakadisv asarga utkrantis ca: “From conquest of the upwards breath [there arise the power of]
non-contact in water, mud, thorns, etc., and ascension”). According to the Bhasya, utkranti refers to the
soul’s ascension from the body upon death (... utkrantis ca prayanakale bhavati, “and ascension occurs at the
time of [the soul’s] departure”). This is precisely the function of uddana according to Prasna Upanisad 3.6-7,
quoted below: to convey the soul upwards through one of the channels of the heart to its destination after
death. Given the Upanisadic background, it seems likely that Yogasiitra 3.39 likewise implies the existence of
a channel leading up from the heart through which the upwards breath conducts the soul (unlike the
tantric susumnd, this did not likely extend below the heart as well).



torso, and only a single nadi is named: the kiarmanadi of the throat (3.31). Patafjali’s
yoga includes some form of meditation upon the material elements, perfect control
(samyama) of which leads to their “conquest” (bhitajaya), but in contrast to tantric
meditation on the elements, there is no indication of these involving bodily loci.13 And
of course, elaborate homologies involving tattvas, deities, and mantra-syllables are
absent. What, then, is the significance of the navel (nabhi) being designated a wheel,
and the heart a lotus? No other part of the body is described in either manner. Further
inquiry requires that we turn to earlier religious literature and other textual genres,
especially medical literature.

The nabhi of traditional Indian medicine differs fundamentally from the navel of
modern anatomy and physiology, though “navel” and “nave” are cognates of the
Sanskrit nabhi and nabha.1* “Navel” refers to a depression in the abdominal wall,
essentially a scar marking where the fetal umbilical cord was attached. The nabhi of
Ayurveda, in contrast, is far more than a relic of this kind: the Carakasamhita categorizes
it as one of the body’s fifteen internal organs (kostharnga), one of ten loci of vital air
(pranayatana), and one of the “sensitive points” (marman) where injury may be lethal.1s
Key to the nabhi’s conception in classical Ayurveda is the idea that it forms the root or
hub of the body’s various ducts and vessels, known by terms such as sird, dhamani, and
srotas. Although the Upanisads and sources concerned with yoga mainly use the term
nadi for bodily channels, medical literature identifies multiple kinds of vessel, the

13 “Conquest of the elements” is referenced in the somewhat opaque Yogasiitra 3.44 (sthilasvaripa-
siksmanvayarthavattvasamyamad bhitajayah). Vasudeva (2004: 329) summarizes the Bhdsya’s explanation
thus: “... conquest of the five course elements (bhiitajaya) is achieved by performing samyama on five
successively more interiorised forms of each element.” On dharana on five bodily loci leading to knowledge
of the five subtle elements see the discussion of Patafijalayogasastra 1.35 above. The concept of bhiitajaya is
suggestive of the broader tantric concept of tattvajaya, “conquest” of the hierarchy of ontic principles
(tattva) through yoga; see s.v. tattvajaya in Tantrikabhidhanakosa, vol. 11 (Goodall and Rastelli 2012).

14 Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “nave”. Retrieved from: . Accessed
on: 19 May, 2022.

15 Fifteen internal organs, beginning with the navel, are listed in Carakasamhita 4, 7.10 (paficadasa
kosthangani; tad yatha—nabhis ca, hrdayam ca, kloma ca, yakrc ca, pliha ca, vrkkau ca, bastis ca, purisadharas ca,
amasayas ca, pakvasayas ca, uttaragudam ca, adharagudam ca, ksudrantram ca, sthalantram ca, vapavahanam
ceti ||). Carakasambhitd 4, 7.9 names ten loci of vital air and six sensitive points, both of which include the
navel (dasa prandayatanani; tad yatha—mardha, kanthah, hrdayam, nabhih, gudam, bastih, ojah, Sukram, Sonitam,
mamsam iti | tesu sat pirvani marma-samkhyatani ||).


https://doi.org/10.1093/OED/1090665441

distinctions between which are frequently unclear.l6 Dominik Wujastyk (2009: 208-9)
explicates a key passage on this subject from the Susrutasamhitd, one of the canonical
treatises of classical Ayurveda, in an important article, “Interpreting the Image of the
Human Body in Premodern India.” The context is an examination of the body’s
“ducts” (sird) in Sarirasthana (book 3), chapter 7:

According to the Susruta Samhita, the function of the 700 ducts is to carry
wind, bile, phlegm, and blood around the body, starting from their “root”
in the navel. In a vivid pair of metaphors, one agricultural and one
botanical, Su$ruta’s text describes the ducts as follows:

“There are seven-hundred ducts. This body is irrigated by these, just like
a garden by water channels, and a field by ditches. And it is assisted by
special contractions and expansions. Their ramifications are like those of
the veins on the leaf of a tree. Their root is the navel. From there, they
spread out upwards, downwards and horizontally.”

[Susrutasamhita 3, 7.3: sapta sirasatani bhavanti; yabhir idam $ariram arama
iva jalaharinibhih kedara iva ca kulyabhir upasnihyate 'nugrhyate
cakuficanaprasaranadibhir visesaih; drumapatrasevanindm iva ca tdsam
pratanah; tasam nabhir milam, tatas ca prasaranty trdhvam adhas tiryak ca ||]

In this view, the navel is the ultimate source of all the body’s ducts or channels, which
emerge from it to branch out and pervade the body.

In addition to the agricultural and botanical metaphors that Wujastyk highlights,!” the
vulgate Susrutasamhita furnishes a mechanical metaphor as well: that of the navel as
cakranabhi, the nave of a wheel. This image appears just afterwards, in the second of two
verses quoted from unknown sources:

16 As notes Wujastyk (2009: 208), “Surprisingly little work has been done on clarifying what these conduits
do and how they are explained in Ayurvedic theory.” He further observes (page 209) that “... in Susruta’s
time there was controversy about all these conduits. The Susruta Samhitd records a view that all these tubes,
pipes, and ducts are in fact all the same thing. But the view is rejected on the basis of differences in
appearance, source, and function (Susruta Samhita, sarirasthana 9).”

17 Wujastyk (2009: 209) points out an additional botanical simile as well: Su§ruta quotes a verse likening the
ducts to the stem and stalk of a lotus plant, insofar as both possess tiny holes through which fluids
pass (3, 9.10: yathd svabhavatah khani mrnalesu bisesu ca | dhamanindm tatha khani raso yair upaciyate ||). For an
excellent study of (predominantly agricultural) metaphors in spiritual cultivation, in both Patafijala yoga
and Buddhism, see O'Brien-Kop 2022.



3, 7.4 bhavatas catra—
yavatyas tu sirah kaye sambhavanti saririnam |
nabhyam sarva nibaddhas tah pratanvanti samantatah ||

3, 7.5 nabhisthah praninam pranah pranan nabhir vyupasrita |
sirabhir avrta nabhis cakranabhir ivarakaih ||

And on this matter there are two [verses]:

“Whatever ducts exist in the body of living beings, all of these are bound
to the navel, [from which] they extend out in all directions.

“The vital airs of living beings are situated in the navel; the navel is
supporting the vital airs.18 The navel is surrounded by ducts, like the nave
of a wheel by spokes.”

In this metaphor, the spokes of the wheel are the body’s channels, radiating outwards in
all directions, carrying the vital air, nourishment, waste, and so on.

Like the Carakasamhita, the Susrutasamhita has a complex redactional history; its core,
and likely the bulk of the Sarirasthana, may be presumed to precede the
Patafijalayogasastra or to reflect roughly contemporaneous views.1* However, the second
of these verses (7.5) is absent from the Nepalese palm-leaf manuscripts of the
Susrutasamhita, and was thus probably added sometime after 900 cE but prior to the
commentary of Dalhana of circa 1200 ce.20 Hence, while the earlier version of the
passage presents the navel as the root of all the body’s ducts, it does not describe it as
wheel-like. The earliest surviving medical source to do so is Vagbhata’s influential

18 Understanding the rarely-attested vyupasrita in the sense of upasrita, “supporting, bearing,” etc.

19 For a brief discussion, see Wujastyk 2003: 63-64; to summarize (page 64), “... in Susruta’s text we have a
work the kernel of which probably started some centuries B¢ in the form of a text mainly on surgery, but
which was then heavily revised and added to in the centuries before ap 500.” Current research (e.g.
Wujastyk et al. 2023) shows that this process continued well beyond 500 ck; the Susrutasamhita “was subject
to an extensive editorial revision between the Nepalese version and the vulgate text known to Dalhana in
about 1200” (Wujastyk, p.c.).

20 Information courtesy of Dominic Wujastyk (p.c.).



Astangahrdaya of circa 600 ce.2! In addition to recording the view that the navel is the
source of all ducts,?2 Vagbhata describes it thus:

dhamanyo nabhisambaddha vimsatis caturuttara |
tabhih parivrta nabhis cakranabhir ivarakaih ||39)|
tabhis cordhvam adhas tiryag deho 'yam anugrhyate |

Four and twenty ducts are bound to the navel; the navel is surrounded by
them, like the nave of a wheel by spokes. This body is supported by these
above, below, and on the sides. (Astangahrdaya 2 [$arirasthanal, 3.39-40b)

This view of the navel as a wheel of channels became widespread in the period after
Vagbhata, as the Susrutasamhitd’s incorporation of the metaphor indicates.

Patafijali’s reference to a navel-wheel in sitra 3.29 precedes these attestations in
Ayurvedic literature by centuries. Yet despite the chronology, I would suggest that
classical medical views provide critical background: the navel is a cakra because bodily
ducts radiate outwards from it like spokes from the hub of a wheel (cakra).2 This is the
most plausible explanation in the context of period representations of the body, as
explored further below. Moreover, this interpretation provides insight into
Patafijalayoga-sastra 3.29, which promises kayavyihajiiana, “knowledge of the body’s
arrangement,” from meditative mastery (samyama) of the navel; this becomes fully
intelligible in light of the Ayurvedic view of the navel as the root and wheel-like hub of
the body’s network of channels through which the three humours and other substances
flow. Although, as Maas (2008) demonstrates, we cannot link the Patafijalayogasastra’s
medical knowledge to any single extant classical treatise, its ideas certainly derive from
a form of classical Ayurveda, in a few notable instances cohering with the

21 For a brief overview on the dating of the Astangahrdaya and its relationship to the Astangasamgraha, also
attributed to Vagbhata, see Wujastyk 2003: 195-96.

2Astangahrdaya 2, 4.12c-13a, in a discussion of the vital points (marman): dehamapakvasthananam madhye
sarvasirasrayah || nabhih so 'pi hi sadyoghno ... (“The navel (nabhi) is in the middle of the body, between the
stomach and the intestines. It is the starting point of all the ducts. It too kills immediately.” Trans.
Wujastyk 2003: 238).

23 The Vivarana ad Patafijalayogasastra 3.1 nonetheless records a different view. Commenting on nabhicakre,
. “The navel

the author explains, nabhipradesas cakram iva | sarve vayavas tatra cakribhittd iti nabhicakram
region is like a wheel. All of the vital airs become a wheel there, hence [it is called] ‘wheel of the navel’.”
The editors of the Vivarana (Sastri & Sastri, followed by Rukmani) emend “vital airs” (vayavas) to “parts of
the body” (avayavas), but on an unclear basis. On the connection between the navel and vital airs, as well as
channels, see Susrutasamhita 3, 7.5, quoted above.



Susrutasamhita.24 In this case his medical source probably viewed the navel in a manner
similar to the Astangahrdaya and vulgate Susrutasamhita. Patafijali differs only in
phrasing: rather than the simile of the navel being “like the nave of wheel” (cakranabhir
iva), he uses a metaphor, “the wheel of the navel” (nabhicakra). Both usages appear in
early tantric Saiva sources, roughly in the period of the Astangahrdaya.’s Medical
literature thus provides critical background for understanding the Patarijalayogasastra’s
navel-wheel. Far from being a meditational construct or abstract metaphor, it is
fundamentally anatomical in conception.

A genealogy of this view of the navel raises several points of interest. Intriguingly, the
Carakasamhita, one of the canonical treatises of Ayurveda, does not present the navel as
wheel-like, but speaks of the heart thus instead. Both the Carakasamhita and
Susrutasamhita view the heart as the seat of the mind,?¢ a view established from the late
Vedic period (Olivelle 2006: 53) that remains implicit in the Patafijalayogasastra, which in
sitra 3.34 (hrdaye cittasamvit) promises understanding of the mind as the result of
mastery (samyama) of the heart. A passage in the Carakasamhita’s siddhisthana (8, 9.4)
describes the heart as the locus of ten channels as well as ten constituent factors of
personhood. These are arrayed around the heart like the spokes of a wheel:

tatra hrdaye dasa dhamanyah pranapanau mano buddhis cetana mahabhutani
ca nabhyam ard iva pratisthitani ...

Among these [vital organs], in the heart are established ten ducts, the
prana and apdna vital airs, mind, higher intellect, consciousness, and the
[five] gross elements, like spokes in the hub [of a wheel] ...

The passage in which this sentence occurs identifies the heart, bladder, and head as the
body’s most important vital points (marman), each the locus of a distinct set of ducts or

24 See Maas 2008, especially §§84.3.1-2, 4.4, and 8.2. He concludes that “the system of medical knowledge
with which Patafijali was acquainted is clearly Ayurvedic, and of an early classical style. Presumably it
reflects the author’s familiarity with one of the many corpora of medical knowledge that have not been
preserved, simply because they were long ago superseded by other, more authoritative writings” (page 153).

25 For the simile of the navel as wheel-like (cakravat), see, e.g., Sardhatrisatikalottara 10.2 and
Svacchandatantra 7.8cd; Sardhatrisatikalottara 10.14a refers also to the nabhicakra (cf., e.g., Malinivijayottara 19,
where the term occurs thrice).

26 Note especially Carakasamhita 4, 7.8 (hrdayam cetanadhisthanam ekam) and Susrutasamhita 3, 4.34ab
(hrdayam cetandsthanam uktam susruta dehinam).



channels (called dhamani, srotas, and nadi, respectively).?” Thus, in contrast to the
Susrutasamhita, bodily channels arise from three organs;? these do not include the
navel, and only the heart is described as wheel-like, with ten spoke-like ducts (dhamani).
The wheel-image is complicated by inclusion of factors not readily envisioned as spoke-
like: inhalation and exhalation (prana and apdana),?® the mental factors of manas, buddhi,
and cetana, and the five gross elements (mahabhita). While the Carakasamhita contains
comparatively old material (circa 100 BcE-200 cE), the siddhisthana, book 8, is among the
sections added by Drdhabala, probably in the period 300-500 cE.30 Passages in books 1
and 3 of the Carakasamhita seem to refer to the same ten channels of the heart, though
without the wheel-image.3! Carakasamhita 1 (sitrasthana), 30.4 identifies the heart as the
locus of channels called “the ten great roots” (dasa mahamilah) as well as a list of factors
of personhood differing somewhat from that of 8 (siddhisthana), 9.32

27 Carakasambhita 8, 9.4: tatra hrdaye dasa dhamanyah pranapanau mano buddhis cetana mahabhutani ca nabhyam
ard iva pratisthitani, Sirasi indriyani indriyapranavahani ca srotdmsi siryam iva gabhastayah samsritani, bastis tu
sthulagudamuskasevanisukramiitravahininam nadi(ljjnam madhye miitradharo 'mbuvahanam sarvasrotasam
udadhir ivapaganam pratistha, bahubhis ca tanmilair marmasamjfiakaih srotobhir gaganam iva dinakarakarair
vyaptam idam sariram ||, “Among these [marmans], in the heart are established ten ducts, the prana and apana
vital airs, mind, higher intellect, consciousness, and the [five] gross elements, like spokes in the hub [of a
wheel]. In the head are based the sense organs and the vessels which convey vital air to the sense organs,
like rays to the sun. The bladder is the container of urine in the middle of the arse (? sthiila), anus, testicles,
perineum (sevani [sic.; sivani?]), and the [urethral] tube that conveys semen and urine; it is the receptacle of
all vessels that carry liquid, like the sea for rivers. This body is pervaded by numerous vessels (srotas) called
‘vital points’ [or perhaps ‘named after the vital points'?] rooted in these [three], like the sky by the sun’s
rays.”

28 Carakasamhita 3, 5.8, however, identifies a variety of organs as sources of thirteen kinds of channel; the
liver (yakrt) and spleen (pliha), for instance, are the sources of blood vessels (Sonitavahanam ca srotasam yakrn
mitlam pliha ca).

29 Or perhaps the upward and downward breaths.
30 Meulenbeld 1999-2002: vol 1A, 114, 130-41. See also Maas 2010.

31 Carakarasamhita 3, 5.8 identifies the heart and “the great channel” (mahdsrotas) [of the throat] as the root
of channels (srotas) that carry vital air (prana) (tatra pranavahanam srotasam hrdayam milam mahasrotras ca),
and the heart and its ten dhamanis as the root of channels that convey the liquid essence of food (rasa)
(rasavahanam srotasam hrdayam milam dasa ca dhamanyah). Takahashi (2019: 426) points out that these ten
dhamanis are likely identical to the mahamiila channels of the heart explicated in Carakarasamhita 1.30.1-12.
In the latter section their main function is to convey vital energy (ojas).

32 Carakasamhitd 1, 30.3-4: arthe dasa mahamilah samdsakta mahaphalah | mahac cartha$ ca hrdayam paryayair
ucyate budhaih || sadarigam angam vijianam indriyany arthapaficakam | atma ca sagunas cetas cintyam ca hrdi
samsritam ||, “To the artha are attached the ten great roots that yield great fruit; the wise refer to the heart
by the synonyms ‘great’ (mahat) and ‘wealth’ (artha). The body with its six limbs, consciousness, the senses
and their five objects, the atman and its qualities, mind, and the object of thought have their base in the



Thus the idea of the navel as the wheel-like root of the body’s channels is absent from
the Carakasamhita, which instead applies the wheel metaphor to the heart, which it
views as one of three principal roots of channels. In this regard the Susrutasamhita and
Astangahrdaya represent a notable departure, and not just from the Carakasamhita:
Caraka’s view of the heart has much in common with other early- and pre-first
millennium ce sources. Several early works of religious literature attest the image of the
heart as a nexus of channels and the locus of personhood. Indeed the notion that
precisely ten channels issue from the heart, like spokes of a chariot wheel, appears in
Mundaka Upanisad 2, 2.6:

ara iva rathanabhau samhata yatra nadyah
sa eso 'ntas carate bahudha jayamanah |
orh ity evam dhyayatha atmanam

svasti vah pardya tamasah parastat ||

Where the veins come together,

like spokes on the hub,33

In it that one moves,

taking birth in many ways.

“It is OM”—meditate thus on this self;

Good luck to you, as you cross

beyond the darkness! (Trans. Olivelle 1998.)

“Where the veins come together” (samhata yatra nadyah) is a reference to the heart,
locus of the soul (atman)—a ubiquitous theme in the Upanisads.34 In this matter the
Mundaka differs from Caraka, for whom the heart is the locus of manas, buddhi, and
cetand; this is perhaps an early variation on the antahkarana (“inner faculty”) of
Sankhya, with cetand instead of ego (ahamkara).

The Mundaka’s idea that the soul circulates in the heart’s channels has precedents in the
earlier Upanisads, and would became an important theme in early tantric Saivism.3s

heart.”

33 On the hub of a chariot wheel (rathanabhi), to be precise.

34 See especially Chandogya Upanisad 8, 3.3: sa va esa atma hrdi | tasyaitad eva niruktam hrdy ayam iti tasmad
dhrdayam | ahar ahar va evamvit svargam lokam eti ||, “Now, this self (atman) is located in the heart. And this is
its etymology—'in the heart (hrdi) is this (ayam),” and so it is called ‘heart’ (hrdayam). Anyone who knows
this goes to the heavenly world every single day” (trans. Olivelle 1998).

35 Little has yet been written on the subject; for some useful observations, see s.v. nadisaficara (“movement



The “veins of the heart” (hrdayasya nadyah) are treated in the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad (2,
1.19; 4, 2.3; 4, 3.20; 4, 4.8-9), Chandogya Upanisad (8, 6.1-6), and Kausitaki Upanisad (4.19).
These closely-related passages mainly concern the subset of nadis called hita.
Noteworthy among them is Brhadaranyaka 2, 1.19, which, as with several other passages,
is concerned with the status of the ‘person’ (purusa) in sleep:

atha yada susupto bhavati yada na kasya cana veda hitd nama nadyo
dvasaptatih sahasrani hrdayat puritatam abhipratisthante tabhih pratyavasrpya
puritati Sete | sa yatha kumdro va mahardjo va mahabrahmano vatighnim

anandasya gatva sayita | evam evaisa etac chete ||

When a man is in deep dreamless sleep, on the other hand, and is not
aware of anything at all, this is what happens. There are seventy-two
thousand veins named Hita that run from the heart to the pericardium.
He slips out of the heart through these veins and rests within the
pericardium. He rests there oblivious to everything, just as a young man,
a great king, or an eminent Brahmin remains oblivious to everything at
the height of sexual bliss. (Trans. Olivelle 1998.)

Here, and in the Kausitaki passage,3¢ the hita veins appear to be confined within the
heart, radiating out from its core to the exterior rather than throughout the body, if
puritat indeed refers to the pericardium (the membrane or sac enclosing the heart).
Other passages specify that the nadis “are as fine as a hair split a thousandfold,” and
convey bodily essences of five colours, probably reflecting the various substances they
convey.’” The number 72,0003 would prove enduring: according to numerous later

through the channels”) in Tantrikabhidhanakosa, vol. 111 (Goodall and Rastelli 2012).

36 Kausitaki Upanisad 4, 19.20-22: ... hitd ndma purusasya nadyo hrdayat puritatam abhipratanvanti | tad yatha
sahasradha keso vipatitas tavad anvyah pinigalasyanimna tisthanti $uklasya krsnasya pitasya lohitasya ca | tasu tada

bhavati yada suptah svapnam na kaficana pasyati ||, “... there are in a person veins called Hita that extend from
the heart to the pericardium (puritat). They are as fine as a hair split a thousandfold. They contain the
finest fluids of orange, white, black, yellow, and red. When a person is asleep and sees no dreams, he

remains within these veins” (trans. Olivelle 1998).

37 Kausitaki 4, 19.21 (see above); cf. Brhaddaranyaka 4, 2.30: ta va asyaita hita ndma nadyo yatha kesah sahasradha
bhinnas tavatanimna tisthanti | suklasya nilasya pifigalasya haritasya lohitasya piirnah... ; cf. also Brhadaranyaka 4,
2.3: ... yatha kesah sahasradha bhinna evam asyaita hita ndma nadyo 'ntar hrdaye pratisthita bhavanti ... On colours
of channels reflecting the colours of substances, see Wujastyk 2009: 208.

38 Acharya (2013: 15-16) argues that “seventy-two” (dvdsaptatih) in Brhaddaranyaka 2, 1.19 was a later
addition (though prior to Prasna Upanisad 3.6-7, quoted below), in fact possibly a redactional slip, and that
the passage originally spoke more vaguely of “thousands” (sahasrani).



tantric and hathayogic sources, this, or a variation thereon, is the total number of
bodily nadis.>®

Despite their constraint within the heart in the passages cited above, elsewhere the
heart’s channels are linked to what lies beyond. Brhadaranyaka 4, 2.3 speaks of a vein
extending upwards from the heart traversed by Indra and his wife Viraj—the ‘persons’
in the right and left eyes, respectively, who also preside together in the ‘space’ (akasa)
within the heart.40 Brhadaranyaka 4, 4.8-9 as well as Chandogya Upanisad 8, 6.1-6, in
contrast, link the channel that goes up to attainment of immortality. While the former
is elliptical, the latter prose passage links the heart and its five-coloured channels to the
sun, its divine homologue and “door to the farther world.” Linking the two are the sun’s
rays, “which traverse both the worlds, the one down here and the one up above.
Extending out from the sun up there, they slip into these veins here, and extending out
from these veins here, they slip into the sun up there.” At the time of death, the man of
knowledge ascends to the sun by its rays.4! The passage ends by quoting a verse (8, 6.6),

39 Among early Saiva tantras, note e.g. Sardhatrisatikalottara 10.2 and Vinasikhatantra 140; for a much later
example, note e.g. Hathapradipika 1.39, 3.119, and 4.18. Already the Prasna Upanisad attests a variation on this
number, for it speaks of each sub-nadi branching into 72,000; see below. While this number appears to be
absent from classical medical literature, it surfaces in some late-medieval, tantric influenced sources, e.g.
the Nadicakra or Nadivijfianiya summarized by Meulenbeld (1999-2002: vol. I1A, 421), who characterizes this
as “a remarkable treatise on the examination of the pulse” (nadipariksa).

40 Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 4, 2.3: tayor esa samstavo ya eso ‘ntar hrdaya akasah | athainayor etad annam ya eso
ntar hrdaye lohitapindah | athainayor etat pravaranam yad etad antar hrdaye jalakam iva | athainayor esa srtih
samcarani yaisa hrdayad tirdhva nady uccarati | yatha kesah sahasradha bhinna evam asyaita hita nama nadyo ‘ntar
hrdaye pratisthita bhavanti | etabhir va etad asravad dsravati | ..., “Their meeting place is the space within the
heart, their food is the red lump in the heart, and their garment is the meshlike substance within the heart.
The path along which they travel is the vein that goes up from the heart. The veins called Hita that are
located in the heart are as fine as a hair split a thousandfold. Along them the sap flows

”

continuously...” (trans. Olivelle 1998). Cf. Maitrayaniya Upanisad 7.11.

41 Chandogya Upanisad 8, 6.1-2, 6.5: atha yd etd hrdayasya nadyas tah pingalasyanimnas tisthanti suklasya nilasya
pitasya lohitasyeti | asau vadityah pifigala esa sukla esa nila esa pita esa lohitah ||1|| tad yatha mahapatha atata
ubhau gramau gacchatimam camum caivam evaitd adityasya rasmaya ubhau lokau gacchantimam camum ca |
amusmad adityat pratdyante ta asu nadisu srptah | abhyo nadibhyah pratayante te 'musminn aditye srptah ||2|| ..
atha yatraitad asmdc charirad utkramati | athaitair eva ramibhir irdhvam akramate | sa om iti tva hod va miyatet |
sa yavat ksipyen manas tavad adityam gacchati | etad vai khalu lokadvaram vidusam prapadanam nirodho vidusam ||5|,
“Now, these veins of the heart consist of the finest essence of orange, white, blue, yellow, and red. The sun
up there, likewise, is orange, white, blue, yellow, and red. Just as a long highway traverses both the villages,
the one near by and the one far away, so also these rays of the sun traverse both the worlds, the one down
here and the one up above. Extending out from the sun up there, they slip into these veins here, and
extending out from these veins here, they slip into the sun up there... But when he is departing from this
body, he rises up along those same rays. THe goes up witht the sound ‘Om.” No sooner does he think of



also repeated in the Katha Upanisad (6.16),42 which speaks of the heart as possessing one
hundred and one veins, one of which extends upwards and is the path to liberation:

Satam caikd ca hrdayasya nadyas
tasam miirdhanam abhinihsrtaika |
tayordhvam dayann amrtatvam eti

visvant anyd utkramane bhavanti ||

One hundred and one, the veins of the heart

One of them runs up to the crown of the head

Going up by it, he reaches the immortal

The rest, in their ascent, spread out in all directions. (Trans. Olivelle 1998.)

This verse is important to the history of the yogic body, not only for the role of the
heart but also for the idea of the soul’s ascension through a central channel. It seems
here that the other veins of the heart likewise extend beyond its confines, if this is the
meaning of visvann anyd utkramane bhavanti (“The others, in their going forth, become
pervasive”). A passage in the Prasna Upanisad (3.6-7) confirms this interpretation,
linking the hundred and one channels of the heart to the body’s entire network of nadis:

hrdi hy esa atma | atraitad ekasatam nadinam | tasam satam satam ekaikasyah |
dvasaptatir dvasaptatih pratisakhanadisahasrani bhavanti | asu vyanas carati |6||
athaikayordhva udanah punyena punyam lokam nayati papena papam
ubhabhyam eva manusyalokam ||7||

This atman is within the very heart. Here there are one hundred and one
channels.s3 Every one of these has a hundred [branches, each of which]
has seventy-two thousand channels as side branches. In these flows the
pervading breath (vyana). Now, [upon death,] the udana breath leads [a

it than he reaches the sun. It is the door to the farther world, open to those who have the knowledge but
closed to those who do not” (trans. Olivelle 1998; see his note on page 569 concerning the passage I have
cruxed. The correct verb may be niyate or iyate). See also the brief discussion in Olivelle 2006: 58-59. On the
implicit soteriology of the Chdandogya, see Gerety 2021: 225-28, who develops some of the arguments
advanced by White 2009.

42 On the idea that the verse is original to the Chandogya and a late addition to the Katha Upanisad, see
Takahashi 2019: 445, citing Weller 1953.

43 QOlivelle (1998: 465) understands atra (“here”) to refer to the body, but both syntax and context point to
the heart.



person] upwards by one of these [channels] to a virtuous world by virtue,
to a sinful world by sin, [or] to the world of men by both.

The heart, abode of the soul, is in this conception the locus of one-hundred and one
channels and the ultimate source of their vast network in the body—much like the navel
of the much later Susrutasamhita.

Notably, none of the early Upanisads, barring the Mundaka, compares the heart and its
channels to a wheel, though some of the them apply the wheel metaphor to the vital air
(prana) or to the soul (atman or purusa), whose locus is the heart.s It seems that the
image of the heart as a wheel of ten spoke-like channels belongs to the centuries
following the Chandogya Upanisad (circa sixth-seventh century Bce) and Katha Upanisad
(probably having multiple strata, from the mid-first millennium BcE onwards),
appearing first in the Mundaka Upanisad (late first millennium Bce) and much later in the
siddhisthana of the Carakasamhita (circa 300-500 cE). Elements of this idea appear in the
Mahabharata as well, much of which may belong to the period 200 BcE-300 cE, with
ongoing additions.

Two different sections of the Mahabhdrata’s Santiparvan (book 12) speak of the heart as
the source of ten channels. In chapter 178, ten nadis are said to emerge upwards,
downwards, and sideways from the heart, distributing nourishment to the body. The
navel, for its part, is the locus of the body’s vital airs (prana). Neither the heart nor
navel is compared explicitly to a wheel.#> While the text is vague on several points,
Kenji Takahashi (2019) argues that the Varsneyadhydtma section (chapters 203-210)
envisions the heart having in its center a channel called manovaha (“mind-conveyor”),
from which ten primary channels (here called dhamani or sira) emerge. Countless other
channels radiate outward from these, through which the mind freely roams (page 439).
This model develops upon the Upanisadic theme of the soul’s movement in channels

44 As Olivelle (1998: 663) notes, the wheel metaphor appears in Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 2, 5.15 (which
compares the atman, the hub of all beings, to the nave of a chariot wheel), as well as Prasna Upanisad 2.6
(concerning prana) and 6.6 (concerning the purusa).

45 Mahabhdrata 12, 178.14-16b: pakvasayas tv adho nabher iirdhvam amasayah sthitah | nabhimadhye $arirasya
sarve prandh samahitdh || prasrtd hrdayat sarve tiryag tirdhvam adhas tathd | vahanty annarasan nadyo dasa
pranapracoditah || esa margo 'tha yoganam yena gacchanti tat padam |, “The receptable of digested food
(pakvasaya) is below the navel; the receptacle of undigested food (amasaya) is above. All the body’s vital airs
gather in the navel. Issuing from the heart sideways, upwards, and downwards, all the ten channels convey
the nutritive essence of food (annarasa), propelled by the vital air. And this is the way (mdrga) of the yogis,
by which they reach the [ultimate] state.” The translation of vv. 15-16b partly follows Mallinson &
Singleton 2017: 187. Cf. Takahashi 2019: 440. On the possibility that esa margo refers to the central channel,
see Takahashi (ibid.: 441), who considers this unlikely.



within and beyond the heart. It also reveals close, if indirect links to the Carakasambhita
in its terminology and views of physiology, as Takahashi (2019: 423-29) argues, making
this “one of the early examples of interactions between Yoga tradition and medical
tradition” (page 445). Points of congruence exist alongside considerable differences,
and the Mahabharata itself preserves multiple views. Nonetheless, these two passages of
the Santiparvan (178.14-16b and 207.16-19b7) cohere in general terms with the passages
of the Carakasamhita reviewed earlier, which describe the heart as a wheel of ten
channels (dhamani) and locus of the mind.

It seems possible now to conclude that the idea of the heart, seat of the soul and/or
mind, as a wheel-like locus of ten channels branching out to pervade the body, was
prevalent in the centuries just prior to and after the beginning of the common era,
appearing in both religious and medical literature. This model has close connections
with discourse on the heart and its channels in the earlier Upanisads. In this literature
the navel receives minimal attention.®8 In contrast, the Susrutasamhita and
Astangahrdaya view the navel as a primary organ and the source and hub of all the
body’s channels. As the review above shows, this is a development belonging more or
less to the Gupta era, the early to middle centuries of the first millennium ce. What
accounts for this shift in perspective is a matter of speculation. The Susrutasamhitad’s
view may be characterized as embryology-centered, being based on observation of the

46 See especially Takahashi 2019: 423-29 on congruences and differences between the terminology and
concepts of the Varsneyadhyatma and Carakasambhita.

47 Mahdbharata 12, 207.16-19: vatapittakaphan raktam tvan mamsam snayum asthi ca | majiam caiva sirajalais
tarpayanti rasa nrnam ||16|| dasa vidyad dhamanyo 'tra paficendriyagunavahah | yabhih siksmah pratdyante
dhamanyo 'nydh sahasrasah ||17|| evam etdh siranadyo rasodd dehasagaram | tarpayanti yathakalam apaga iva

sagaram ||18|| madhye ca hrdayasyaika sird tv atra manovaha | sukram samkalpajam nfnam sarvagatrair vimuficati ||19)|,
“Nutritive essences [rasa] nourish the [three humours, namely] wind, bile, and phlegm, and [the body
tissues, namely] the blood, skin, flesh, tendons, bones, and marrow of human beings via the network of
channels. One should know that ten ducts here [in the body] convey the properties [i.e. perceptible subtle
elements] from the five senses [to the mind]; from these extend other subtle channels by the thousands. In
this way these river-like channels, whose waters are the nutritive essence, nourish the ocean of the body at
the right time, like rivers the ocean. And there is one channel here in the center of the heart, the mind-
conveyor. It releases semen, which arises from men’s desire, through all the limbs.” My understanding of

this passage is indebted to Takahashi (2019: 424-25).

48 More than a century ago, Brown (1921: 51) observed that “references to the navel are rare in the older
Upanisads,” while the much later Yoga Upanisads attach great significance to the navel, where it comes to
be “the central and most important organ of the body.” The so-called Yoga Upanisads are mostly late
compositions drawing on the second-millennium Hathayoga corpus, as Bouy (1994) demonstrates.



navel’s role as site of the umbilical cord,** the primordial channel through which fluids
enter and permeate, as well as exit, the fetus. We may infer that the newer, Gupta-era
medical view of the navel informs the circa 400 ce Patafijalayogasastra: for Patafijali, the
navel is a cakra, which in the context of the period must mean a wheel of channels
(nadi). This remains the view of the navel in presentations of Saiva tantric yoga two or
so centuries later.

Emphasis on the navel as a wheel-like array of channels did not entirely displace the
earlier view of the heart as a nexus of channels. Nonetheless, a new image came to
dominate the heart: that of the lotus flower. As with the wheel, the image of the heart
as a lotus has roots in the Upanisads.5® In explaining Yogastitra 3.34 (hrdaye cittasamvit;
“When mastery is achieved with respect to the heart, knowledge of the mind arises”),
the Bhasya glosses “heart” (hrdaya) as “lotus of the heart” (hrdayapundarika) and then
quotes this idea’s classical locus, the Chandogya Upanisad, remarking,

yad idam asmin brahmapure daharam pundarikam vesma tatra vijfianam tasmin
samyamac cittasamvit |

“Here in this fort of brahman there is a small lotus, a dwelling place”—
therein lies knowledge; from mastery with respect to this arises
knowledge of the mind.

This quotes without attribution from Chandogya Upanisad 8, 1.1:

atha yad idam asmin brahmapure daharam pundarikam vesma daharo ’sminn

Now, here in this fort of brahman there is a small lotus, a dwelling place,
and within it, a small space. In that space there is something—and that’s
what you should try to discover, that’s what you should seek to perceive.
(trans. Olivelle 1998)

Multiple rich metaphors converge here. The fort (pura) of brahman is the body, while the
lotus (pundarika) is the heart, dwelling place (vesman) [of the soul]. Within this lies a
space (akasa) that holds the entire cosmos: “As vast as this space here all around us, // is

49 The garbhanadi (Susrutasamhita 3, 10.9) or garbhanabhinadi (Susrutasamhita 3, 3.31).

50 For a general treatment of the heart in the Upanisads, see Olivelle 2006.



that space within the heart; // And in it are contained both earth and sky ...”.5! This
passage became profoundly important to Vedantic theological and contemplative
traditions as a key scriptural locus for the so-called daharavidya, meditation upon
brahman as the space in the heart-lotus.52 Accordingly, it also lies near the beginning of
a long line of reflection on brahman as “space” (akasa), and/or consciousness as such
(cidakasa, cidambara, etc.). In Vedantic exegesis of scriptural loci for the daharavidya, the
concept of space overshadowed the image of the lotus, in contrast to tantric and related
theistic forms of contemplation.53 This may be since another key early scriptural
passage, Taittiriya Upanisad 1, 6.1, speaks of the “space in the heart within” (antarhrdaye
akasah) without invoking the lotus metaphor (cf. Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 4, 2.2). Despite
making no reference to bodily channels, this passage of the comparatively early
Taittiriya is significant to the history of yoga for suggesting a model of the soul’s
ascension from the heart and release through a fissure in the skull.>4

As for early medical sources, the Carakasamhita (6, 15.238) once compares the heart to a
lotus. Caraka’s simile has its basis in the idea that sunlight awakens both: diva
prabudhyate rkena hrdayam pundarikavat | tasmin vibuddhe srotamsi sphutatvam yanti
sarvasah || (“The heart, like a lotus, awakens [i.e. blooms] by day on account of the sun.
When it is awakened, the channels become completely open”). Susruta (1, 46.530-31)

51 Chandogya Upanisad 8, 2.3: yavan va ayam akasas tavan eso ‘ntarhrdaya akasah | ubhe asmin dyavaprthivi antar
eva samahite || ...

52 Concerning the daharavidya as one of the brahmavidyas of Vedanta, meditations on brahman rooted in
specific passages of the Upanisads, see Uskokov 2022: 8-12. On the enduring significance of the daharavidya,
see for example Rao 2014 and Duquette 2014, which mainly concern the exegesis of Appaya Diksita and
other authors of mid-second millennium South India.

53 On classical Vedantic discussions of akasa, see for example Brahmasitra 1.1.21-22, 1.2.11, and the
commentary of Sarikara ad loc. For some later examples see Rao 2014 and Duquette 2014. Space, of course,
did also become significant in some tantric contemplative traditions; see e.g. Flood 2023 concerning the
“sky of consciousness” in nondual Saiva contemplation. I thank David Monteserin Narayana (p.c.) for
several of these references and a stimulating discussion.

54 Taittiriya Upanisad 1, 6.1-2: sa ya eso ‘ntarhrdaya akdsah | tasminn ayam puruso manomayah | amrto
hiranmayah | antarena taluke | ya esa stana ivalambate | sendrayonih | yatrasau kesanto vivartate | vyapohya
Sirsakapale | bhiir ity agnau pratisthati | bhuva iti vayau || suvar ity aditye | maha it brahmani | ..., “In the space
here within the heart lies the immortal and golden person consisting of the mind. And this thing that
hangs like an udder between the two palates, it is Indra’s passage. Bursting through the two halves of the
skull at the point where the hairs part, he establishes himself in the fire by making the call bhir, in the wind
by making the call bhuvas, in the sun by making the call suvar, and in brahman by making the call
mahas ...” (trans. Olivelle, with a minor modification).



likewise speaks of the heart awakening by day and closing by night, like a lotus.5s In
essence, this is a physiological analogy based on the heart’s response to daylight—the
heart being the locus of the mind—rather than an anatomical comparison. This is
notable, for a number of later sources vividly reference the heart’s physical appearance
when comparing it to a lotus. For example, commenting on the word heart (hrdaya) in
the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad, Sankara (circa 700 ce) explains several times that this refers
to a mass of flesh or muscle (mamsapinda) whose form resembles a lotus
(pundarikakara).5¢ His most detailed explanation appears ad Taittiriya Upanisad 1, 6.1:

.. hrdayam iti pundarikakaro mamsapindah pranayatano ’nekanadisusira

iirdhvanalo "dhomukho visasyamane pasau prasiddha upalabhyate |

... “Heart” means a mass of flesh in the shape of a lotus, a vital organs’
that contains openings to many channels and faces downwards, with its
stalk (nala) upwards. This is well-established by observation while a
sacrificial animal is being dismembered.

For Sarkara, the botanical metaphor is unambiguously anatomical: it references the
heart’s physical structure rather than function.

Any doubts one might have concerning the visceral nature of the heart-lotus metaphor
are dispelled by Buddhaghosa in the Visuddhimagga (fifth-century cE), relatively close in
time to the Patarfijalayogasastra.s8 In a painstaking account of thirty-two components of
the body, he provides the following description of the heart (8.111):

55 Susrutasamhita 1, 46.530-31: divd vibuddhe hrdaye jagratah pundarikavat | annam aklinnadhdtutvad ajirne 'pi
hitam nii || hrdi sammilite ratrau prasuptasya visesatah | klinnavisrastadhatutvad ajirne na hitam diva ||; this
seems to mean, “Because the heart is open like a lotus during the day, eating is healthy at night, even when
[an earlier meal] remains undigested, since the bodily elements of a person in the waking state are not
affected by moisture. Because the heart is closed at night, when food [from the day] remains undigested,
[eating the next] day is not healthy since the constituent elements of someone asleep are disordered by
moisture.” Dominik Wujastyk (p.c.) kindly took the trouble to confirm that these verses are present in the
Nepalese recension of the Susrutasamhitd, though several readings vary in the two manuscripts consulted.

56 In his commentary ad Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 2, 1.19, Sankara glosses the word “heart” (hrdaya) with “a
mass of flesh ... in the form of a lotus” (... hrdayat—hrdayam nama mamsapindah—tasman mamsapindat
pundarikakarat, ...). The comparison is repeated ad 4, 3.7 and 4, 3.22, and twice elsewhere, partially: the
heart is described as a “mass of flesh” ad 4, 2.3, and compared to a lotus ad 4, 4.1.

57 See n. 15 above for a list of the body’s ten pranayatanas (literally, “locus of vital air”) according to the
Carakasambhita.

58 Maas (2018: 52) draws attention to an account in the Mahavamsa, a Pali chronicle, according to which
Patanjala yoga was considered a tradition rivalling Buddhism around the end of the fourth century cE; it



Hadayan ti hadayamamsam. Tam vannato rattam padumapattapitthivannam;
santhanato bahirapattani apanetva
adhomukhathapitapadumamakulasanthanam, bahi mattham anto
kosatakiphalassa abbhantarasadisam, pafifiavantanam thokam vikasitam,
mandaparfianam makulitam eva...

“Heart” means “heart flesh/muscle.” By way of colour, it is red, the
colour of the backside of a lotus petal. By way of shape, it has the shape of
a lotus bud placed upside-down after removing the outer leaves.
Externally, it is smooth; within, it resembles the interior of a loofah
sponge gourd. For those possessing wisdom, it opens a little; for those of
meager wisdom, it remains shut.

Continuing (8.111-13), Buddhaghosa explains that the heart’s inner cavity (avataka)
contains blood that is the support of the mind-element (manodhatu) and mental
knowledge-element (manovijianadhatu), and that this blood takes one of six colours
according to a person’s temperament: red for the passionate, dark for the wicked, the
colour of meat rinse-water for the deluded, brown for the cerebral, pale yellow for the
pious, and radiantly clear for the wise.5® This trope of multiple colours recalls a theme
found in early Upanisads and medical literature. Passages in the Kausitaki and
Brhadaranyaka describe the channels of the heart as conveying bodily essences of five
colours—white, dark blue or black (nila or krsna), tawny, yellow, and redso—while the
Susrutasamhita (3, 7.18) attributes four different colours to bodily channels, according to
whether they convey air (tawny), bile (dark blue), phlegm (white) or blood (red; see
Wujastyk 2009: 208).

Buddhist doctrinal elements aside, this passage of the Visuddhimagga, together with
Sankara’s remarks, lays bare the principal basis for the metaphor: the heart organ bears

records the view that Buddhaghosa was a brahmin from Bihar and adherent of Patafijalayoga, prior to
becoming Buddhist. The account belongs to the comparatively late Cilavamsa section and is likely
inaccurate concerning Buddhagosa’s background (Maas 2018: 52 [n.2]).

59 Tam pan’ etam rdgacaritassa rattam hoti; dosacaritassa kalakam; mohacaritassa mamsadhovana-udakasadisam;
vitakkacaritassa kulatthayasavannam; saddhacaritassa kanikarapupphavannam; pafifidcaritassa accham
vippasannam andvilam pandaram parisuddham, niddhotajatimani viya jutimantam khayati (“As for this [blood], it
is red for the passionate, dark for the wicked, resembles water used to wash meat for the deluded, is the
[brown] colour of horsegram soup for the cerebral, the [pale yellow] colour of bayur tree flowers for the
pious, and clear, translucent, unstained, bright and very pure for a person of wisdom, resembling a radiant
precious gem”).

60 See notes 36-37, 41 above.



a physical resemblance to a closed, upside-down lotus bud, reddish pink in hue with the
outer petals stripped away. Its stalk (nala) may be likened to the aorta. Although it is
difficult to be sure, this view was likely operative for the redactors of the Chandogya
Upanisad, who, like Sankara, would have been keenly familiar with the heart’s
appearance from the sacrificial tradition and aware that the organ is hollow inside—
hence “the space within the heart” (asminn antarakasah). The Chandogya passage’s richly
polyvalent and beautiful symbolism is grounded all the same in tissues, fluids, and
cavities.

The fate of the heart-lotus metaphor in the many centuries between the Chandogya
Upanisad and the Gupta-era Patafijalayogasastra and Visuddhimagga is somewhat murky.
Despite its prominent appearance in the Chandogya, the metaphor surfaces infrequently
in early religious literature. It is absent from other early Upanisads and also from the
Mahabharata, in its critical edition, though the vulgate text once describes Hari as
“having his abode in the lotus of the heart” (hrtpundarikanilayah).6t The old
Yogayajfiavalkya, a little-studied Brahmanical treatise on yoga perhaps of the mid-first
millennium, just once makes passing reference to the heart as a lotus.62 References also
appear in the Maitri or Maitrdayaniya Upanisad (6.1-2) and the Mahanarayana Upanisad,
works of the first millennium ce of uncertain dating. The Maitrayaniya, which has a
complex redactional history, may belong to the early to middle part of the millennium
but with later additions.s3 A much-quoted passage in its sixth chapter (6.2) advances the
homology of the self within the space of the heart-lotus (hrtpuskara) with the sun, the
self that is “the solar fire called time” (agnih ... saurah kalakhyah).s4 As for the

61 hrtpundarikanilayah sarvabhitatmako harih (“Hari, who consists of all beings, has his abode in the lotus of
the heart”); this belongs to a long passage appended at the end of Mahabhdrata 12, 212.

62 Yogaydjiiavalkya 9.123cd: jivam vaisvanaram dhyayed dhrdaye padmasampute |, “One should visualize the soul
in the heart, in the enclosure of the lotus, as the Vai$vanara fire.”

6 Van Buitenen (1962: 34-37) argues that the text represents the fusion of two originally distinct
compositions brought together by an editor. 6.1-32, where most of the teachings on yoga are found, is the
most problematic section; he argues that this contains a large number of accretions in the form of
quotations and commentarial remarks. In his reconstruction, the nuclear text of 6.2 still includes
references to the heart-lotus; see the next note. Mallinson (2014: 170) points out that passages on yoga in
chapter 6 of the Maitrayaniya contain ideas not elsewhere attested until the seventh century, such as a
central channel named susumna.

64 Maitrayaniya Upanisad 6.2: atha ya eso 'ntare hrtpuskara evasrito 'nnam atti sa eso ‘gnir divi $ritah saurah
kalakhyo ‘dréyah sarvabhiitany annam attiti | [kah puskarah kimmayam veti |] idam vava tat puskaram yo ’yam
akasah | asyemas catasro disas catasra upadiso dalasamsthah | dsam arvag vicarata etau pranadityau | etd updsitom
ity etad aksarena vyahrtibhih savitrya ca ||, “That being which, abiding in the heart-lotus, eats food is the same
as the fire which, abiding in the sky, the solar fire called time, invisible, eats all creatures for its food. [What



Mahanarayana Upanisad, which may be post-Sarkara (circa 700), two separate passages
concern the heart-lotus. One verse (10.16) closely echoes Chandogya 8, 1.1, while a
longer section (13.7c-13) describes the heart as a downward-facing lotus bud
(padmakosa) containing the entire universe. At its innermost core lies a minute
luminous flame, abode of the supreme soul. Although not especially ancient, these
passages became important scriptural loci for the daharavidya.s>

Two contrasting versions of the heart-lotus comparison thus emerge by the early
centuries CE: a “physiological” analogy based on the heart’s function, namely its
response to sunlight, and an “anatomical” metaphor based on the heart’s structure, i.e.
its physical resemblance to a downward-facing, closed lotus bud. Given its visceral
nature, it is surprising that religious, rather than medical literature, favoured the
anatomical metaphor; there is no reliably early occurrence in extant Ayurvedic sources.
I had initially assumed the classical medical locus for the anatomical heart-lotus
metaphor to be Susrutasamhita 3 (Sarirasthana), 4.32, in a chapter on the fetus. After
introducing the heart as the locus of consciousness (cetand), the source of channels
(dhamani) carrying vital air, and explaining that sleep occurs when the heart is
“surrounded by darkness” (tasmims tamasavrtte), the text adduces a verse apparently
quoted from an earlier work:

bhavati catra |
pundarikena sadrsam hrdayam syad adhomukham |
jagratas tad vikasati svapatas ca nimilati ||

And on this matter there is [a verse]:

“The heart resembles a downward-facing lotus; this opens while someone
is awake, and closes while sleeping.”

is this lotus? Of what kind is it?] For this heart-lotus is the same as the akasa. The four regions and the four
intermediate regions constitute its leaves. Prana and Sun progress downward along its stalk. Both are to be
presented as the syllable Om, with Syllable, vyahrtis, and savitri” (text and trans. van Buitenen; square
brackets indicate what he hypothesizes to be interpolations). Note the reference to the lotus possessing
petals or leaves (dala) in the eight directions.

65 Mahanardayana Upanisad 10.7 (ed. Jacob; 231-32 in the edition of Varenne [1960]) more or less summarizes
Chandogya 8, 1.1, but in verse. On the exegesis of 11.7c-13 (ed. Jacob; 247-260 in Varenne 1960), which
includes the “flame verse” (11.13), see for instance Rao 2014. The idea of the luminous flame in the heart as
locus of the supreme deity has parallels in one of the earlier surviving Saiva tantras, Vinasikhatantra 141-42
and 352¢-54.



Both strands of the comparison here converge: the heart being lotus-like in its response
to the sun, opening by day and closing by night; and its visual form resembling a
downward-facing lotus bud. Yet the Susrutasamhitd’s circa ninth-century Nepalese
manuscript lacks this verse, which must have been added sometime prior to the
twelfth-century commentary of Dalhana.¢¢ Taking this into consideration, a patchy but
consistent chronological picture emerges: only the physiological comparison is present
in the earliest medical literature, while the anatomical metaphor apparently enters the
corpus in the second millennium. It is absent from the Astangahrdaya and
Astangasamgraha (circa 600 ce) but shows up in much later sources, including Dalhana’s
recension of the Susrutasamhita as well as the Bhavaprakasa of Bhavamisra (sixteenth-
century).s” Of course, the anatomical metaphor may have been used in early medical
sources no longer extant.

We return now to the question of what the Patafijalayogasastra means in referring to the
“lotus of the heart” (hrdaya-pundarika) in the Bhdsya on siitras 1.36 and 3.1. However, full
consideration of this problem requires taking into account a third version of the
metaphor: the heart-lotus of tantric contemplation, attested in sources from around the
sixth century ce onwards. Here the nature of the image differs fundamentally: the heart
is envisioned as a blossoming, stylized lotus-flower, often white and with eight petals in
the cardinal and intermediate directions, as though on a horizontal plane (rather than
facing downwards). In this form, the heart serves as the seat or throne (asana, pitha,
yogapitha) of the deity, especially in the meditation known as “inner
worship” (antaryaga), also called hrdyaga, “worship in the heart,” as well as manasayaga
(“mental worship”), etc. Its performance cuts across tantric traditions and time periods
and may be elaborate or abbreviated to the minimum.s8 In inner worship, the deity is
visualized in iconographic form seated in the center of the throne of the heart-lotus.
Various parts of the lotus serve as loci for the deity’s retinue, limb-mantras (anga), and

6 I am grateful to Jason Birch (p.c.) for this observation, and to Dominik Wujastyk for stimulating
correspondence on the subject.

67 Wujastyk (2008: 219) cites a passage containing both the anatomical and physiological metaphors from
the Bhavaprakasa, parvakhanda, bhaga 1, prakarana 3, garbhaprakarana vv. 75-77ab (page 27). On the text’s
dating, see Meulenbeld 1999-2002: vol. I1A, 246-47. The Sarfigadharasamhita (circa 1300) also makes passing
reference to the heart-lotus (hrtkamala) in 1, 5.48c-49b (referred to in Meulenbeld: vol. ITA, 200): nabhisthah
pranapavanah sprstva hrtkamalantaram || kanthad bahir viniryati patum visnupadamrtam | (“The wind of the
vital air located in the navel touches the inside of the heart-lotus, then exits outwards to drink the nectar
of Visnu’s supreme state”).

68 See antaryajana in Tantrikabhidhanakosa, vol. I (Brunner et al. 2000). See also, e.g., Sanderson 1995: 57-62;
Goodall 2011; Rastelli 2002; Hatley 2020.



so forth; in the paradigmatic Saiva version of inner worship, the eight petals and center
of the heart lotus become loci of Sadasiva’s nine Saktis (from Vama to Manonmani) as
well as other sets of deities.s9 So transformed, the lotus of the heart becomes a divine
mandala.

For several reasons, the Patafijalayogasastra’s expression hrdayapundarika (heart-lotus)
seems most likely to reference the anatomical metaphor. The physiological comparison
has no relevance to the context at hand, namely meditative concentration (dharana),
and in elucidating the expression, the Bhasya quotes from its classical locus, Chandogya
Upanisad 8, 1.1, where the metaphor is probably anatomical (though not to the
exclusion of other levels of meaning). As for the stylized heart-lotus of tantric
contemplation, reliable evidence for this is lacking before the second half of the first
millennium, and nothing in the Patafijalayogasastra suggests this interpretation; it is not
until Vacaspatimis$ra’s commentary of the tenth century that meditation of such kind is
attested in Patafijala yoga.’® In other words, the Patafijalayogasastra’s heart-lotus
probably has more in common with the visceral image of Buddhaghosa, a near
contemporary, than the blooming lotus of theistic contemplation. In context,
hrdayapundarika appears to be a learned name for a body part, like nabhicakra, while
simultaneously calling to mind an ancient tradition of contemplation.

In the second half of the first millennium, the idea of the heart-lotus became ubiquitous
across the spectrum of religious literature, from Vedanta to Vaisnava, Saiva, Buddhist,
and Jaina sources. It is often unclear what kind of comparison is intended. A trend is
nonetheless evident: the heart-lotus became increasingly abstracted from anatomy,
becoming more a blossoming multi-petaled flower than a reddish bud-shaped mass,
though these images were never mutually exclusive. We see this shift already in
Maitrayaniya Upanisad 6.2, where the heart-lotus possesses eight petals in the cardinal
and intermediate directions.

In the foregoing, 1 have proposed an interpretation of the Patafijalayogasastra’s
references to the “wheel of the navel” and “lotus of the heart” based upon
contemporaneous medical knowledge and views of the body found in religious
literature. In these contexts, the wheel-metaphor signals a specific anatomical view,

6 See e.g. Paficavaranastava, vv. 22-27; and Goodall et al. 2005: 20-26 and figs. 4-7.

70 See Vacaspatimi$ra, Tattvavaisiradi ad Patafjalayogasastra 1.36; his remarks are closely echoed in
Vijfianabhiksu’s (sixteenth-century) commentary on the same siitra.



namely that the navel (nabhi) is the ultimate source of the body’s various ducts or
channels; these emerge from the navel like spokes from the nave of a wheel, then
branch out to pervade the body. Attested in the Susrutasamhita (early centuries cE), this
conception seems to have displaced more ancient views emphasizing the heart’s role as
a nexus of channels, stemming back to the early Upanisads. Both the heart and navel
have thus at various points been envisioned as cakras, not in the manner familiar from
Hindu and Buddhist tantric contemplative traditions, but in the anatomical sense of
being wheel-like hubs of bodily channels. As for the heart, early sources also compare it
to a lotus flower, and do so in two distinct ways: on one hand, we encounter a
physiological analogy likening the heart’s (and therefore the mind’s) response to
sunlight to that of a lotus, which blooms by day and closes at night; and on the other, an
anatomical metaphor based on the heart organ’s physical resemblance to a pinkish,
downward-facing, closed lotus bud. A third image later joined these, apparently in the
second half of the first millennium: the open, stylized lotus of tantric meditation, where
the center of the blooming flower, the seat of the soul, also becomes the seat of the
deity. I have suggested that the Patafijalayogasastra likely had in mind the second,
anatomical metaphor, a proposal solidly grounded in literature of the period.

These conclusions might appear to reinforce the gap long recognized to exist between
Patafijala yoga and tantric yoga. In fact this is true only in part. Our findings do confirm
that cakra systems of the kind attested in second-millennium Hindu tantric yoga and
Hathayoga, and in the Hevajra and Kalacakra systems of tantric Buddhism, are alien to
the Patarijalayogasastra. However, a different picture emerges by focusing on the earliest
strata of Saiva tantric literature, works of the sixth to eighth centuries ct. In this
literature the “tantric body” differs in important ways from later models. In the
dominant, more familiar model of Hindu tantric yoga prevalent in the second
millennium, found in both Kaula and Hathayogic sources, shared features of the yogic
body include an ascending series of six cakras or lotuses, from muladhdra at the base of
the spine to djiia between the eyebrows, transcended by a seventh, thousand-petalled
lotus (sahasrara) situated at the cranial aperture (brahmarandhra). These lotuses have
specific numbers of petals, colours, presiding deities, mantra-syllables, associations
with the five elements, and so forth. Three principal nadis, channels for the vital air,
span the body’s vertical axis: ida and pingald, on the left and right, respectively, with
susumnd in the middle. In maladhara cakra lies the dormant serpentine energy, kundalini
Sakti, which, awakened through yoga, rises up through the central channel, piercing the
‘knots’ (granthi) located at each of the cakras, releasing a shower of nectar when it



ascends to the top of the head, the place of Siva. Despite many variations, this kundalini-
oriented yoga possesses a relatively stable core.”!

Going back to the earliest surviving Saiva tantras, beginning with the circa sixth-century
Nisvasatattvasamhita,’2 most of the salient features of this model recede from view.
Arguably, early tantric Saiva yoga has as much in common with Patafijala yoga as it does
with second-millennium kundalini yogas. As discussed earlier, the points in the body the
Nisvasa specifies for concentration, breath control and other yogic practices overlap
significantly with those of the Patafjalayogasastra. More pertinantly, a navel-wheel
(nabhicakra) of precisely the kind referenced by Patafijali and attested in the
Astangahrdaya and vulgate Susrutasamhita—a circular array of ducts or channels—
features in the early Saiva tantra corpus in sources such as the Sardhatrisatikalottara,
Nisvasakarika, Matargaparamesvara, Vinasikhdtantra, and Svacchandatantra. While their
dating and even relative chronology have yet to be established securely, these are
among the earlier extant Saiva tantras, belonging to the sixth to early-eighth centuries
and representing both Saiddhantika (Sadasiva-centered) and non-Saiddhantika
traditions. A reasonably coherent model of the body emerges in these and related
sources. According to this model, the body’s nadis originate from the navel or from a
bulb or tuber (kanda, nabhikanda’3) somewhat below this. From the navel issues a wheel-
like array of channels, ten (or more) being principal, which branch outwards to pervade
the body. The heart is presented as a blooming lotus and sometimes simultaneously as a
wheel of channels (a nadicakra’4). The heart-lotus sits upon the central channel, which
extends upwards from the navel like a stalk. Usually possessing eight petals, the heart-
lotus is home to the bee-like soul (jiva, etc.), which roams within and beyond the lotus,
engendering a variety of psychic states and dispositions. Through yoga, the soul may
ascend from the heart through the central channel to the fissure of the skull

71 Sources on this yoga include, for example, chapter 24 of the Saradatilakatantra (Bithnemann 2011), the
Matsyendrasamhitd, the Yoginihrdayadipika, the Rudrayamala Uttaratantra, and Hathayogic texts such as the
Sivasamhita, Hathapradipikd, etc.; in the modern world, this yoga is best known from the Satcakraniriipana
chapter of Plirnanandagiri’s Sritattvacintamani, a Kaula paddhati (ritual manual) from sixteenth-century
Bengal, as translated into English by Sir John Woodroffe (2001) and his collaborators.

72 Goodall et al. (2015: 71-3) propose that the five books of the Nisvasa were composed over the course of a
century or more, from as early as the mid-fifth to the beginning of the seventh centuries.

73 See s.v. nabhi and nabhikanda in Tantrikabhidhanakosa, vol. I1I (Goodall and Rastelli 2012).

74 See s.v. nadicakra and nabhi in ibid.



(brahmarandhra); transit through this leads to liberation, an obvious echo of Chandogya
Upanisad 8, 6.6 and Katha Upanisad 6.16.75

Although the wheel-metaphor is applied to the navel, and sometimes the heart, this
model’s dominant image is botanical: the yogic body resembles a lotus possessed of a
root or tuber (kanda), stalk, and flower. Two distinct metaphors from early religious and
medical literature—the wheel and the lotus—thus converge in the body of early Saiva
tantric yoga. Such convergence makes it possible to understand why the imagery of
wheels and lotuses came to be conflated in discourse on the tantric body. Cakra and
words for lotus became largely interchangeable in the second millennium, with an
important caveat: the lotus-image emerged triumphant over the wheel. Such conflation
occurred over the course of several centuries and involved other critical developments,
such as the spread of lotuses to points beyond the navel and the heart. These
developments require separate treatment and will be elucidated in further studies on
the history of the tantric body.

The two metaphors we have explored come together in the Patafijalayogasastra from
what appear to be different, though intertwined sources of knowledge. On one hand,
the heart-lotus metaphor comes mainly from the speculative tradition represented by
the Upanisads, which views the physical heart-organ as the locus of the soul. For its
part, the idea of the navel as a wheel-like array of channels seems to be drawn from
classical Ayurveda. Both metaphors, however, appear in both genres: a more abstract,
physiological version of the heart-lotus comparison occurs in relatively early medical
sources, while the wheel-image was applied to the heart in religious and medical
sources long before its transferral to the navel. Early tantric representations of the body
likewise draw on Ayurveda as well as the speculative and contemplative traditions.
Thus in early Saiva discourse on the body, categories drawn from classical medicine
(dhatus, humours, the digestive fire, embryology, channels, etc.) occur embedded in
discussions of cosmology, breath-control (prandyama), and other topics proper to yoga.
We see this unambiguously in the brief [Satika-JKalajiana (vv. 49-89) and in the
Matangaparamesvara (vidyapada, chs. 20-23), tantric sources where discourse on the
body is embedded in accounts of the material and subtle elements;?¢ and in two roughly

75 The main sources for this simplified summary are Sardhatrisatikdlottara, chs. 10-11; Nisvasakarika,
jfanakanda, chs. 13 and 36; Matangapdaramesvara, vidyapada ch. 20; Svacchandatantra, chs. 2, 4 and 7,
Parakhyatantra, ch. 14; and the Vinasikhatantra (vv. 141-44, 352-55, etc). For a published account of the
heart-lotus with a translation and detailed notes, see Parakhyatantra 14.53-61. See also Goodall 2011, whose
sources include the (non-tantric) Sivadharmottara, ch. 10, and Nisvasakarika, jfianakanda, ch. 36.

76 Cf, Svacchandatantra 7.1-35.



contemporaneous non-tantric Saiva sources: ch. 176 of the Pasupata-influenced
Skandapurana, in the cycle of chapters on yoga which completes the purana, and the
Dharmaputrika Samhitd, a treatise on yoga displaying unusually detailed knowledge of
physiology and classical medicine (Barois 2020). With the exception of Barois’s (2020)
study of the Dharmaputrika, these fascinating accounts have received relatively little
attention. Even so, it is not premature to propose that Saiva tantric visions of the
human body, and those of closely related theistic systems of the late first millennium,
were more closely tied to contemporaneous medical knowledge than has previously
been recognized.””
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