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EDITORIAL

Matthew Clark

Senior Editor

Dear Readers,

welcome to the fifth volume of the Journal of Yoga Studies. Our previous volume, no. 4,
which was published last year (2023), contains fourteen articles, which comprise a wide
variety of studies into yoga and bodily practices in South Asia and beyond, and
illustrate the diversity of forms, styles and purposes inherent in the grand sweep of the
history of yoga globally.

In this edition there are three articles, which similarly reflect the diversity of current
research into yoga, in both the past and the modern era. The three articles examine
primary sources in Bengali, Mandarin Chinese and Sanskrit.

The article by Ida Pajunen, “Yoga and Vydayama in New Bengali Sources,” explores the
interface between yoga, health, bodybuilding and spirituality in the first half of the
twentieth century in Bengal, and the role of particular women in the transformation of
the practices and goals of yoga.

[

Mother of Yoga’: Zhang Huilan, Chris Butler, and the Popularization of Yoga in the
People’s Republic of China” by Marc Lagace is a novel exploration of how yoga practices
became popular in China in the 1970s. He highlights the role of two yoga teachers in
particular, Zhang Huilan and Chris Butler, in the dissemination of yoga practices in
China.

Rocco Cestolo, in his article “Fading into Death through Patafijalayoga: On the Apparent
Dead-like State of the Yoga Practitioner Absorbed into Contentless Samadhi,” examines
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a crucial feature of traditional yoga practices, found in some commentaries on Patafijala
yoga and also in other sources: namely, the association between samddhi and a dead-like
condition, in which the yogin appears to be dead, inert like a lump of wood, with no
detectable breath. These insights reflect an important distinction between what might
be called “traditional” and “modern” yoga, as practised outside South Asia in the
twentieth century, as the goals of yoga practice are very different: either attempting to
attain samadhi, employing various techniques, as in traditional yoga; or practising yoga
for “spiritual” reasons, health or well-being, as in modern yoga.

Matthew Clark on behalf of the JoYS Editorial Team:

Jason Birch
Jacqueline Hargreaves

Suzanne Newcombe
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YOGA AND VYAYAMA IN NEW BENGALI SOURCES

Ida Josephine Pajunen
SOAS University of London

Abstract

This paper examines yoga dsana and vyayama instruction from Bengal in the
twentieth century. It focuses on three themes as they appear in materials prior to
the 1960s. These themes are the focus on yoga for health, the inclusion of
vydyama in Bengali language sources and the introduction of women to yoga.

KEYWORDS
Yoga, Asana, Body Culture, Hathayoga, Bengal, Modern Postural Yoga, Vydyama

1. Introduction

This paper examines Bengali yoga manuals from the twentieth century. While
scholarship on modern yoga repeatedly looks to areas like Mysore and Pune, Bengali
asana manuals have not received the same attention. Furthermore, there is very little
material published that highlights the work of female authors. Here 1 will begin to
consider five books and forty-one newspaper columns published between 1930 and
1957. This material all comes from two locations in North Kolkata: Ghosh’s College of
Physical Education and Ironman Health Home & Yoga Therapy. Due to the scope of this
paper, I will broadly highlight three main themes contained in this material. Future
examination will be necessary to detail closely both the contents of the material, as well
as to contextualize it further. However, any attempt to do that now would suffer from a
lack of foundational analysis. This foundation is what I aim to present here.
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The first theme is the health of the physical body. The Bengali material emphasizes the
development of muscular strength. Bodybuilding and weightlifting practices have a
strong presence in the earliest of the sources considered here. While maintaining a
focus on muscle development, the materials evolve to incorporate “internal” health.
This results in yoga postures (asanas) as a means to cure physical ailments or prevent
poor health.

The second theme is “vyayama.”t Vydyama (5I) refers to physical exercise. These
practices often do not have specific names. They are usually done in motion, which is in
contrast to asanas that are held in stillness. I focus on vyaydma because it appears at
length in the material being examined here. More specifically, it is included in the
Bengali language manuals and is notably absent from the English language manuals.
This is the case even when the authors of the sources originate from the same
institution. The term vydyama is used on its own or in conjunction with other terms. For
example, “yoga-vyayama” refers to yoga postures.

New research suggests the influence of vyadyama on modern asana systems. Jerome
Armstrong (2023) suggests that the intersection of vyayama with hathayoga gave way to
popular dsana systems for practice, including stirya namaskara, Bikram Yoga, and vinydsa.
In this paper I will only examine the instruction for practising vyayama in the Bengali
sources, not its long-term effect on shaping modern-day practices as Armstrong does.

I leave vyayama untranslated in this paper. Like dsana, vyayama refers to physical
positions native to India. Vyayama can appear identical in form to callisthenics or
gymnastics, which originate in Europe. The focus here is not on those similarities or
examining where the true origin lies. Rather, the purpose here is to explore what role
vyayama plays within the Bengali sources. Vyayama was practised in clubs and gyms
often with the mission to enhance nationalism. For this reason, I will use the term
vydyama.

The third theme in this article is women in yoga. In hathayoga texts, women were not
included in the practice of yoga. Today, women frequent yoga studios more often than
men. They also represent yoga in the modern age. Take Yoga Journal as an example. A
man appeared on the cover of the magazine only three times in the one hundred and
twenty issues printed since 2006.2 The developments in early twentieth-century Bengal
serve as a microcosm to illustrate this shift. Women began to be championed as yoga

1The term is transliterated as “byayam,” “byayama,” and “bayam” within Bengal.

2 Refer to the publications of Yoga Journal available at:


https://www.yogajournallibrary.com/browse/

teachers and practitioners. They were called on to take up the practices of yoga and
vyayama. The work of Labanya Palit displays this. Her writing is far more extensive than
that of her male colleagues. I do not claim that what happens in Bengal is the sole
catalyst for women taking up yoga on a global scale. Rather, the Bengali materials offer
a clear picture of how women were brought into yoga in one particular region. This
illuminates how the status of women in yoga changed drastically in the first half of the
twentieth century.

The Bengali yoga sources included in this paper originate from two institutions in
North Kolkata: Ghosh’s College of Physical Education, founded by Bishnu Charan Ghosh
in 1923, and Ironman Health Home & Yoga Therapy, founded by Nilmoni Das in 1933.
Research into the history of Ghosh’s Yoga College as an institution and the life of Ghosh
himself appears in Calcutta Yoga by Jerome Armstrong (2020). His publication also
illuminates the life of Paramahamsa Yogananda, Buddha Bose, along with a wide survey
of Ghosh’s students. My goal in this paper is to examine texts on the practice of asana
and vyayama, not to present a biography of their personal lives as Armstrong does.
Furthermore, 1 will focus on sources not examined in Armstrong’s work, such as
Labanya Palit’s publications and the manuals of Nilmoni Das.

Nilmoni Das authored books and published charts on physical practice. His books are
written in Bengali. These manuals include Vydydma and Health (ISR 8 J17%5), Illustrated
Yoga-Vyayama (5@ QIS-I5IN), and Women'’s Vyayama Health and Beauty (NGRS J5TTN
g @ Gie). Vyayama and Health came out in 1950, Women’s Vydyama Health and Beauty
(WVHB) in 1954 and Illustrated Yoga-Vyayama (IYV) in 1957. All of these books have
undergone further editions and printings. Das’s charts are posters which illustrate
around twenty positions each, with short captions for each position.3 I focus on Das’s
books as they provide more detail than the charts.

A fourth book, Dumbbell-Barbell Vydyama (SICIF-ITICE FR-MW) from 1962 displays how
bodybuilding, weightlifting and muscle control were important elements of Das’s
teaching. Dumbbell-Barbell Vyayama (DBV) expands upon Das’s “Barbell Exercises” chart
which was first published in the 1930s. DBV does not contain asana, nor does it focus on
yoga. It is relevant in this paper only to illuminate the importance of muscle-building
within Bengali material.

3 Das’s charts include “Free Hand Vydyama,” “Barbell Exercises,” “Step By Step Yogdsana,” and “Tf5\ [T
(Yogic Asana).” “Free Hand Vydyama” was first published in Bengali in 1935.



Bishnu Ghosh did not write as prolifically as Nilmoni Das. He produced two texts about
physical practice. Yoga Cure was published in English in 1961. His earliest book is Muscle
Control and Barbell Exercises (1930). This does not contain asana but includes some
elements of hathayoga that were repackaged as “muscle control.” Like Das’s DBV, it
shows the importance of muscular health in the publications from this time period.

Two of Ghosh’s students wrote material included here.# Buddha Bose wrote Key to the
Kingdom of Health Through Yoga (Vol. 1), published in 1939. This is an dsana manual
written in English. Path of the Body (1IN SW3) was written by Labanya Palit and
published in Bengali in 1955. Prior to the publication of her book, Palit wrote
extensively in the Bengali newspaper Jugantar (5T®4). Her columns were printed in the
section “World of Women” (JTQISw1R) from October 1952 into 1954. She published forty-
one columns during this period.5> These columns include photos and instructions for
asana and vyayama. They also include discussion about how and why women should
practise.

[ provide my own translations of these materials.6 As the material covered is textual, I
have sanskritised the transliteration for consistency. Where the sources use English
characters, I maintain the source’s spelling.

All of the materials originate in Bengal, but there is a distinction between English
language sources and Bengali language sources. The first theme of this paper—health
through yoga—appears in the sources regardless of the language of their publication.

4 There are other notable publications from students of Bishnu Ghosh. I will not focus on these materials.
They were either published outside India and geared towards a different geographical audience, or not
published until later. They are worth noting here for documentation and to display the reach of Ghosh’s
College students. They include Gouri Shankar Mukerji’s work Yoga und Unsere Medizin from 1963. This was
published in Germany. There are also the works of Bikram Choudhury—the best-known link to Ghosh
outside Bengal—but his first publication, Bikram’s Beginning Yoga Class, was not released until 1978 and was
published in the United States. His second book Bikram Yoga was published in 2007. Two other books are
currently in print in Bengal. They are Cream of Yoga by India’s first Mr. Universe, Monotosh Roy, (published
in 1997) and Yoga Panacea by Dr. P. S. Das (published in 2004). With the exception of Mukerji’s German work,
all of these are in English. Lastly, there are several works by Jibananda Ghosh which were published in
Japanese. I have only seen reference to these.

5 These archives are available via the British Library as part of the Endangered Archives collection, in
tandem with the Centre for Social Sciences in Kolkata. The archival dates have all been entered incorrectly.
I will refer to the actual date that the newspaper article was published on.

6 Thanks to Aritra Basu and Reeswav Chatterjee for checking the translations and offering small edits where
appropriate.



The other two—vyayama and women in yoga—appear in the Bengali language sources
only. I believe this is, at least in part, due to their positioning within Indian nationalism.

Health is a primary focus in all Bengali materials considered here. Therefore, the
sources describe particular health benefits associated with the practice of each
position. The Bengali sources describe each dsana by explaining which muscles are
required. While yoga as a health practice is common today, the focus on dsana for
physical health was a key innovation of the twentieth century. This concept was
pioneered not only by those in Bengal but by other figures such as Kuvalayananda and
Yogendra, who both worked near or in Mumbai.

The works of Ghosh, Das, Bose and Palit focus on health through physical yoga. Before
considering the theme of yoga as a method for health, it is important to establish
another point of innovation in Bengal: spiritual yoga. In yoga, the dichotomy between
the physical and the spiritual is imperfect. Sources may refer to yoga as a practice to
develop both physically and spiritually. However, it is useful here to differentiate
between those which primarily focus on self/God realization and those which focus on
the development of the physical body. The Bengali sources I consider in detail here
primarily focus on physical development, yet Bengal was a place of spiritual innovation
in yoga as well.

Elizabeth De Michelis (2004: 51) outlines what she calls the “religious foundations of
Modern Yoga.” Figures who played a role in establishing this religious foundation
include Ramakrishna, Rammohan Roy, Debendranath Tagore, Keshubchandra Sen and
Swami Vivekananda, all of whom are Bengali. Both De Michelis and Singleton (2010)
highlight the importance of Vivekananda in particular. De Michelis explains that
Vivekananda was “the inheritor of the intellectual tradition of the Brahmo Samaj.” The
Brahmo Samaj began as a means to “revive the Vedanta of the Upanisads from oblivion
and to identify in it a religion that could both answer the challenges of modernity and
provide new norms of collective identity” (Hatcher 2006: 62). From 1820 to 1930, they
shaped religious, social and political movements in India. They were social reformers
and pioneers of liberal politics and Indian nationalism (Kopf 1979). Vivekananda used
the foundation of the Brahmo Samaj to start experimenting with yoga. This led him to
produce “the earliest formulation of Modern Yoga in his Raja Yoga (1896)” (De
Michelis 2004: 12-13). Singleton echoes the importance of Vivekananda: “In the late
1800s, a mainly anglophone yoga revival began in India, and new syntheses of practical
techniques and theory began to emerge, most notably with the teachings of



Vivekananda (1863-1902)” (Singleton 2010: 4). Vivekananda is a figure recognized
globally. Yet he is not known for teaching asana.

In his article “Uncovering Vydyama in Yoga: How Vyayama Intersects with Hatha Yoga,
and Foreran the Modern Yoga Formations of Sirya Namaskara, Bikram Yoga, and
Vinydsa” Jerome Armstrong (2023) writes about the attempt to revive indigenous
exercises and bolster physical health in the nineteenth century. He explains that the
first national gymnasium was founded in 1866 by Kolkata’s Nabagopal Mitra. This
institution promoted health-based practices such as wrestling, martial arts and
vyayama. The club’s location in North Kolkata was frequented by Vivekananda.

Health was of the utmost importance. Buddha Bose writes in Key to the Kingdom of Health
Through Yoga (Vol. 1) (KKHTY) that “by mastering [the dsanas] the student will be
rewarded by abundant health and long life” (Bose 1939: 8). It is the reward gained
through yoga. Bose continues:

Good health is men's and women’s greatest asset, their most valuable
possession; with it, they find joy in the breeze and the blue sky, in all
nature and in every phase of life, spiritual or material (Bose 1939: 9).

Nilmoni Das writes about the importance of keeping the body healthy. In IYV he states
that if the body is not healthy, even saints and sages are unable to progress:

There are many ancient stories of saints and sages who went to worship
God but saw that, without a healthy body, their mind collapsed and they
were unable to reflect on God. Therefore, they began the ‘doctrine of the
body as the path,” the custom of practising many postures and mudras for
keeping the body healthy and able. In modern times, Svami
Kuvalayananda and Sri Yogendra from Bombay preach this dsana-
vydyama (Das 1957: 13).

T IS A M FAT—J AT TR ST FACS I RAE
—JIF AT @ TR AT e FIANAS BB (@, (I I3 3T IR AT—
I N TG CI “TIINTH 4] AL ST ST O I AT 3
FAFN JRE T FoIS AP SYHT AP FIC0 ARG FAEI |
AT FIA AN N T A3 SPH-JFING A5 FEA—OTT AAT—
QTR I FIATAH S TR | (7TPT $9¢9: $O)

Beyond the focus on health, there are two important points in this passage. Firstly, Das
speaks of a “doctrine of the body as the path.” This is the same phrase that Labanya



Palit uses for the title of her book and newspaper columns: *HIFN SR ($ariram
adyam). It is also the name of one of the three branches of “yoga-science” according to
Swami Shivananda Saraswati of Assam (1957: 2).7

The second important element in Das’s passage is his reference to the work of
Kuvalayananda and Yogendra. As noted previously, their institutions are both near or in
Mumbai and not in Bengal.® Yet, they influenced Bengali yoga. Swami Kuvalayananda
conducted scientific research on the benefits of yoga asana. His goal was “to teach and
train young people to practise Yoga in order to maintain health” (Alter 2004: 85,
emphasis added). Kuvalayananda founded Kaivalyadhama, a school and research
laboratory. Das received his formal education in yoga asana from this institution shortly
after Indian Independence in 1947.9

Kuvalayananda writes about the importance of scientific experimentation:

Swami Vivekananda and others, indeed, tried to explain some of its
principles in the light of modern sciences. But as they never took to
experimentation, it again remained exclusively subjective and they could
not add the objective side to it (Yoga Mimamsa, October 1924).

Vivekananda is acknowledged for bringing ideas of yoga to the public. Yet, the passage
displays the shift toward the perceived importance of scientific analysis.
Kuvalayananda’s publication states:

Although Yoga is mainly spiritual, it has two important minor aspects. It
teaches excellent systems of physical culture and therapeutics (Yoga
Mimamsa, October 1924).

7 Though Shivananda Saraswati’s work is not the focus here, his ashram is also in North Kolkata. This is an
area for further research. Shivananda Saraswati (different from Sivananda Saraswati of Rishikesh) founded
“Yoga Training Centre” in 1932 in Kamakhya, Guwahati (Assam). According to a promotional packet for the
ashram, his centre was the first of its kind. A second branch called “Shivananda Yogashram & Yogic
Hospital” is in Baranagar, Kolkata. His publications, which were of a vast number, cover topics such as “yoga
therapy, yogic diet, yogic vyayam and yoga science.” His publications are in English, Hindi, Bengali,
Assamese and Odia.

8 Kuvalayananda’s Institute is called Kaivalyadhama and is in Lonavala (in Maharashtra). Yogendra’s centre,
originally located in Versova, in Mumbai, is called The Yoga Institute. It later moved to Santa Cruz, also in
Mumbai.

o Interview with Swapan Das, 21st July, 2020.



These “minor aspects” become a major catalyst for yoga in the twentieth century.
Ghosh writes in the introduction to KKHTY, “Yoga exercises combine the basic laws
utilized by the ancient Yogis with the discoveries of modern physiological
science” (Bose 1939: 1). Physical culture and therapeutics become the focus of Das,
Ghosh and Ghosh'’s pupils.

Nilmoni Das also mentions Yogendra as a leader of yoga. He writes in IYV:

Today asana-vydyama has become widely practised in our country. Its
leaders are Swami Kuvalayananda, Shri Yogendra, Shyam Sundar
Goswami, Swami Sivananda Saraswati and Bishnu Charan Ghosh
(Das 1957: 13).10

I @ SR RO APIH-JFNG A6 A5 AR BT 5 5=A—F ™
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(RPT 56 9: 5O)

Like Kuvalayananda, Shri Yogendra focuses on “providing scientific corroboration for
the health benefits of yoga and with creating simplified, accessible asana courses for the
public” (Singleton 2010: 117). Yogendra writes:

Yoga, interpreted in rational synthesis, represents the way of life which
endows perfect health—physical, mental, moral and spiritual—so that
what is ignoble in man is sublimated to what is most noble in him
(Yogendra 1928: 20).

Yogendra reframes yoga as a physical practice. He says that “ancient yogis of India”
used physical education for health:

But the first to correlate physical education with health, hygiene,
therapy, ethics, meditation, and higher purposes of life so as to associate
such training with medical, social, mental, moral and physic education
were the ancient yogins of India (Yogendra 1928: 34).

Setting aside whether or not this is an accurate historical statement, yoga continues to
be framed as a historic practice today. The practice is backdated in order to provide a
sense of authenticity or tradition.

10 Das is likely referring to Shivananda Saraswati of Assam, not to be confused with Sivananda Saraswati of
Rishikesh, who is more widely known today.
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Alongside Kuvalayananda and Yogendra, Ghosh appears on Das’s list of leaders in the
field. Swapan Das, son of Nilmoni Das and heir to the Ironman institute, explains that
Ghosh was a good friend of Nilmoni Das. Early in the 1940s, Ghosh convinced Das that
the practice of asana was essential for the health of the internal body. After returning to
Kolkata from his studies at Kaivalyadhama, Das taught and wrote about dsana more
prominently (Interview, Swapan Das, 21st July, 2020). This shift toward dsana was
significant for Das who, like Ghosh, started out as a weightlifter and bodybuilder. In
their earliest works, Das and Ghosh focus on health through muscular development.

1.2 External Health Through Muscle Building

The earliest publication of Bishnu Ghosh is Muscle Control and Barbell Exercises (MCBE). It
was co-written with Keshub Sen Gupta in English and published in 1930. It depicts
muscular men (no women are included) doing weightlifting exercises and muscle
isolation practices. It does not include asana.

Bishnu Ghosh (1903-1970) was born into a family of Kriya Yoga practitioners (see
Armstrong 2020). He was influenced by his older brother Mukunda Lal Ghosh, later
known worldwide as Paramahamsa Yogananda. Aside from his brother, Ghosh was
inspired by popular physical culturists of the early twentieth century. In MCBE Ghosh

writes:

Figure 1: Bishnu Ghosh showing “Isolation of the
forearm muscles” (MCBE: Fig. 10).

Ida Josephine Pajunen | Yoga and Vyayama in New Bengali Sources 1
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I learnt muscle-controlling before all this, when I was very young, from
my beloved elder brother, Swami Yogananda Giri B. A., the founder of the
Yogoda system of physical culture [...] At the time when my brother was
here, 1 was very young and thin and would never practise it. But after
Thakurta’s system had improved my health, one day I chanced to see Mr.
Chit Tun controlling his huge and shapely muscles (Ghosh 1930: 52).

Ghosh saw the Burmese weightlifter Walter Chit Tun perform. Soon after, he began
training with Prof. R. N. Thakurta at City College in Kolkata (Armstrong 2020: 57-60).
This training improved his health. MCBE emulates the work of German bodybuilder
Maxick. The titles of Maxick’s Muscle Control from 1911 and Chit Tun’s 1926 Barbell
Exercises merged to yield Ghosh and Sen Gupta’s Muscle Control and Barbell Exercises.

Nilmoni Das (1911-1990) started training in clubs and gyms as a young man. He gave
public demonstrations of barbell exercises at shows and pujas. This caught the attention
of two figures. The Indian revolutionary Pulin Behari Das (1877-1949) bestowed upon

Figure 2: Portrait of Nilmoni Das “The author at 45 years
of age” ((FT4F 8¢ I8 D).

Ida Josephine Pajunen | Yoga and Vyayama in New Bengali Sources 12



him the title “Ironman.” Jaladhar Sen (1860-1939), who edited various newspapers,
including Monthly India (N TIRedd), encouraged Das to publish materials on
physical training. He suggested that Das should include photographs of the exercises
along with his written instruction. Photography was very expensive at the time. Das’s
father was a teacher, the family was middle class. Without enough money to produce
the photographs, Das’s aunt agreed to sell off her jewellery to pay for the photos. The
first publication was a chart of barbell exercises. It quickly sold all 3,000 copies from the
initial printing and was deemed a success (Interview, Das, 21st July 2020). The first
edition of the Barbell Exercises chart came out in 1933, followed in 1935 by Dumbbell

Exercises.11

Das’s earliest book, Vyayama and Health (ISR 8 J1%7 ), also focuses on muscle
development. It contains dumbbell exercises, barbell exercises, plus ring and bar
exercises. Vydyama and Health was released in 1950 and did not contain dsanas in its first
printing. However, dsanas were added to the second edition in 1954. When pressed for
why asanas were absent in the first volume, Das’s son and grandson explained, “Yoga
wasn’t very popular at that time.”12

In their early publications, both Das and Ghosh are concerned with developing
strength. Das writes on the Barbell Exercises chart that “Exercise with a barbell should
not be called weight-lifting. It is a muscle-building and strength-producing exercise.”
This distinction is clearer coming from Ghosh. Ghosh focuses on practices of “muscle
isolation” and “muscle control.” He explains the latter:

Muscle-controlling makes the muscles shapely and increases the power of
application of strength. But I would like to call it the second stage of
development, for one should have big muscles before he starts
controlling. Much has already been said about the development of
muscles in the previous part [on barbell exercises] and to follow them
closely is what is required (Ghosh & Sen Gupta 1930: 52).

The focus on musculature continues into dsana instruction. In 1939, Buddha Bose writes
about the specific muscle engagement of each posture. In the cobra position
(bhujangasana), the practitioners lie on the floor face down. They then lift their chest

11 This information came from an interview with Swapan Das (son of Nilmoni Das), 21st July, 2020. Due to
Covid-19, Swapan Das was unable to double-check the dates of the original charts and books which reside at
his office and not at his home where I was able to reach him by phone.

12 Correspondence with Soham Das, grandson of Nilmoni Das, 30th July, 2020 (WVHB: 4).



and bend their spine backwards. The position looks like a snake, hence its name. Bose
lists the “muscles exercised” in this dsana as “Trapezius; Rhomboids-minor and major;
Latissimus; Serratus posterior inf. Pectoralis major Gluteus Maximus” (Bose 1939: 20).

The focus on musculature continues in publications of Ghosh’s students well
beyond the 1930s. For example, in 1963, Gouri Shankar Mukerji describes the
muscles used in Bhujangasana. He writes that the back muscles engage and
the abdominal muscles stretch: “Alle dorsalen Muskeln. Die Bauch-Muskeln werden
gedehnt” (Mukerji 1963: 27). Bikram Choudhury writes in 1978 that “The Cobra
strengthens the deltoids, trapezius, and triceps” (Choudhury 1978:125).13

Das does not focus on muscle use. Yet, he emphasizes strength. In regard to Cobra he

writes:

This posture strengthens the spine and makes it flexible. It gives the spine
plentiful blood and energizes the spinal nerves (Das 1954: 111, 1957: 75).

93 QA (THE NG I YT F'@ AT AN I A2 (NS AL
T SN FRITTANS oS I (W 52E8: 509, 59 AQ)

Strength is a common focus in the Bengali sources. Strength and muscle control often
work in tandem. Specific muscles are isolated to create specific muscular engagements.
This concept ties in with the practice of nauli. Nauli is included in all of the sources
examined here as well as in hathayoga texts.

Nauli and uddiyana are abdominal control practices. Nauli is performed with the breath
held out. The practitioner engages the muscles of the ribs to lift the chest. This creates a
cavity in the abdomen. If the practitioner stops at this point, it is called uddiyana. If they
continue, they then isolate and engage specific abdominal muscles. If they engage the
rectus abdominis, the middle segment of the abdomen sticks out. Alternatively, they
can engage the external obliques, so the sides of the abdomen stick out. This is difficult
to achieve. Ghosh, Das, Bose and Palit all teach both nauli and uddiyana. Both also appear

13 Bikram Choudhury went on to found “Bikram Yoga” which became popular worldwide. He grew up in
Kolkata and studied with Ghosh for a short period of time. His system includes postures from the Bengali
sources and a health-based approach. However, “Bikram Yoga” is a set sequence of postures which never
changes and is practised in a heated practice room. The method of practice in Bengal is individual, not set
sequences for group practice. For more on this, see Armstrong (2020).



in hathayoga texts and in experiments Kuvalayananda conducted. These sources label
them as seal (mudra), lock (bandha), purifying satkarman, asana or muscle control.

In MCBE there are three photos of Buddha Bose in different variations of nauli. Though
they are called “muscle control,” the focus is health: “All these kinds of abdominal
controlling is a sure cure to dyspepsia and improves the digestive power of a normal
man” (Ghosh & Sen Gupta 1930: Fig. 23). Bose instructs uddiyana in KKHTY:

Stand erect, relaxing all the muscles.....The abdomen should be relaxed.
Then exhale thoroughly and suck in the upper part of the abdomen as
much as possible, fixing the gaze on the abdomen (Bose 1939: 66).

This is standard instruction. In 1955, Labanya Palit’s is similar:

First, stand and relax your muscles. Bending over slightly, exhale as much
as possible. Drag the upper part of the abdomen in (Palit 1955: 77).
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Figure 4: Labanya Palit in a variation of nauli. “Nauli - Ultimate
Development” (GifeT - 533 TaRS) (Palit 1955: 80).

Das instructs:

With the breath completely out, pulling the stomach cavity in is called
uddiyana. Practice uddiyana in this way, as displayed in the image. It is
better to learn this exercise by watching someone do it. Practise this
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asana in the morning with an empty stomach and you will easily progress
(Das 1954: 140).

" S (=08 T (16 (TO@ (60 At (916 NS (T TS T OIF belro
FAT TTOF I | TGO fF B @R F@ 2, I @ G G
WA T | T T Q3 APHID FIRIAS FIR (A (G P [ srorenfe
8 MR CTAT IR | (SRR A (NG 98 APAEG TSI FAE TS
TACE AT I | (RPT $9¢8: $80)

Das is aware that uddiyana and nauli appear also in hathayoga
texts. In a passage on uddiyana (SGOIIH) in WVHB, he quotes
the Gheranda Sambhitd. In another passage on nauli (eT) he
quotes the Hatha [Yoga] Pradipika (Das 1957: 121, 123).14

Nauli and uddiyana are the focus of Kuvalayananda’s first Yoga
Mimamsa publication from October 1924. To perform uddiyana,
Yoga Mimamsa states:

The exercise of uddiyana starts with a complete
exhalation. The muscles of the abdomen are then
fully relaxed and pushed well under the ribs (Yoga
Mimamsa, October 1924).

The abdominal control practices are present in many arenas. ) »
) Figure 5: Practitioner
They serve as links between hathayoga, muscle control and displaying nauli in 1YV,

the teaching of Das, Ghosh, Palit, Bose and Kuvalayananda. “nauli” (1=
(Das 1956: 123).

1.4 Internal Health Through Asana

By 1939, a distinction had grown between health and strength. The focus shifts toward
internal health and disease. Ghosh asks, “Do you want strength? Do you want health?
Your answer, ‘I want both.”” (Bose 1939: 4). This draws attention toward internal health
and brings asana into the limelight.

Ghosh explains that “a person may have cultivated great strength in his limbs or in
certain muscles by the use of mechanical appliances, but he still may not have good
health” (Bose 1939: 2). Even if a person has muscular strength, internal disease can
occur. Ghosh writes:

14 Das does not specify the editions he is referencing of the Gheranda Sambhita or the Hatha [Yoga] Pradipika.
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What is more desirable in body culture is the harmonious development of
power over the voluntary action of muscles and the involuntary
processes of heart, lungs, stomach and other organs and important
glands. This is what gives health, and is the scientific principle
underlying the Yoga exercises (Bose 1939: 2-3).

What is the benefit of dsana over other forms of exercise? Bose writes that “proper
practice of Yoga Asanas or postures does not entail any loss of energy, hence longevity is
increased” (Bose 1939: 7). Furthermore, dsanas are a “non-mechanical, scientific and
natural means for the strengthening of all living or atrophying muscle fibres and
tissues” (Bose 1939: 2). Medicalised language is commonplace in these sources,
regardless of the scientific validity of the claims. Asanas become a means to both
internal and external health.

In Leg Lift (Sfefs swIA, Skt. utthita padasana), the practitioner lies on the back and
lifts the legs in the air to 45 degrees. Bose says this position: “Strengthens the
abdominal muscles and prevents Hernia, removes gas from the intestines. Helps to cure
indigestion. It also strengthens the legs” (Bose 1939: 22). Das agrees:

This asana helps to decrease fat around the abdomen. The stomach
muscles grow stronger and prevent hernia (Das 1954: 126).

a8 QP (16 B IO TRIF I | (G CCPTIF 11 JiEr 8T a3
WP SOPTR LT FUAS AT AT | (AT 59¢8: S:Y)

Firm pose (I§I3A, Skt. vajrasana) is a seated posture. The practitioners sit on their
heels with the knees fully flexed. This posture occurs in all of the Bengali sources and is
also found in hathayoga texts. Palit instructs this pose as follows:

Place the two knees on the ground and sit in a kneeling position. Make
the back and neck straight and gaze forward. Exhalations and inhalations
are easy in this position. At first stay up to thirty seconds. With good
practice, one can stay for as long as half an hour. Do this dsana three
times each day. (Palit, Jugantar, 26th October 1952 BLA: Vol. 16; Issue 34,
23rd October, 1952).

OIFM | [HeIPT 2PgT 12w I AFW | 98 IR 7AW A fSRT CFs
R AP, T FE AT T CIA TN ALDT RS ISP IGPIA
AMI© M| fFINE TFNA 92 APED O FIEA | (P1FeTe “Jomea”

CT TCHIF, SoE2)



This is a simple posture. However, Bose, Palit and Das agree that it has health benefits
despite its simplicity. Bose writes that, “This dsana aids digestion, removes flatulence
and helps to cure myalgia in the toes, calves, knees and thighs and also helps to cure
sciatica” (Bose 1939: 14). Palit says it helps with relaxation:

The resting dsana (Savasana) is the same as this dsana in the sense the
body becomes completely relaxed as though one is lying on one’s back.
The body is as loose and relaxed as possible. (Palit, Jugantar, 26th October
1952, BLA: Vol. 16; Issue 34, 23rd October, 1952).

ATETF IR RPN I AR | /P @2k ™ @< «ee |
(NS “LIB” 2CT ACHIF, SHER)

Das says it helps with digestion:

Practise of this asana prevents sciatica and arthritis of the feet. If you
practice this asana for 5-10 minutes after meals, it will become easy.
Practising this dsana is beneficial for easing indigestion after meals (Das
1957: 62).

a8 WP TOIRT TGP, M I FoI =7 A1, AR T 93 AP
¢/50 TG ST FICT TSHEI TR SAF 2 | &I @M SRS
I Q% TP TOI FAT FALT | (APT $9¢9: b2)

Das refers to the Gheranda Samhita (GS) when he writes about Firm Pose. Yet, the
benefits of Firm Pose are different in the GS. One would expect similarity since the GS is
relatively late when compared to other hathayoga texts, and probably originated from
or near Bengal (Mallinson 2004: xiii). In the GS, Firm Pose (vajrasana) “bestows success
upon yogis” (Mallinson 2004: 18). Benefits to other dsanas in the GS include “break[ing]
open the door to liberation” and “destroy[ing] all diseases” (Mallinson 2004: 17-18).
Disease is mentioned, though not in any detail. The modern Bengali material gives far
more detail. Asanas cure diseases or prevent physical ailments. They strengthen
muscles. They affect organs or glands. The difference displays the physicalization of
dasana in the twentieth century. The goal of asana in the early-mid twentieth century
Bengal is health.

Vyayama is an important element in our Bengali sources. Vyayama is a general term that
means “exercise.” It often consists of physical positions set in motion. These positions
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rarely have specific names. Typically they are numbered and grouped together under
the title “vyayama.” Vyayama is also likened to other practices. For example, dsanas
appear under the heading “Yoga-Vyayama” (QT-JRIW). These however, are not
positions done in motion. Rather, they are held in stillness. Vyayama is not included in
the English language manuals from Bengal, though it comes up consistently in the
Bengali language manuals. I believe this, at least in part, springs from the role of

exercise in Indian nationalism.

Physical training became popular in India during the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. In 1882, the Indian Education Commission recommended that
“physical training be promoted in the interest of the youth by encouragement of native
games, gymnastics and other exercises suited to each school” (Alter 2007: 1158). This
coincided with the perception of a degenerate Indian individual and society at large
(Singleton 2010: 95). To promote physical training and counter the idea of a weak
society, physical training was put into practice in various ways. English schools included
sports programs. Missionary groups organized competitions. Mass training drills were

PIs 57 89

Figure 6: Vyayama practitioner going through the movements of dand.
InIYV it is labeled as Vyayama No. 6 (Das 1956: 151).
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incorporated into nationalist organizations. Rajas and maharajas promoted clubs for
both indigenous and non-indigenous sport (Alter 2007: 1158). In Aundh (Pune)
Bhavanarao Pant Prantinidhi popularized sirya namaskara for both individual and
national health (Goldberg 2016: 200). Krishnamacharya developed gymnastic-based yoga
under the Raja of Mysore (Ibid.: 212). Both of these had an immense impact on modern
yoga (see Armstrong 2023).

Beyond the promotion of vyayama by royalty, two additional approaches to integrating
physical training impacted yoga in Bengal: secular nationalism and the prominence of
gymnasiums.

Figure 7: Reba Das showing vyayama 1. This is
included in the Free Hand Vyayama section of
WVHB (Das 1954: 55).
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Indian secular nationalism sought to reframe physical practices. Alter explains:
“Kuvalayananda in particular sought to modernize indigenous sports and turn postural
yoga into a modern form of traditional Indian physical culture” (Alter 2007: 1159).
These practices needed to be indigenous to India, at least in name if not also in form.
Asana and vydyama were perfect. To modernize these practices, health benefits were
incorporated and specific muscular anatomy was emphasized. They served as a cure for
physical ailments.

Secular nationalism found a home in akhdras.’> These meeting grounds fostered
community, accountability and political and social organizing. Both Ghosh’s College of
Physical Education and Das’s Ironman Center started during this period. Secular
nationalism appears in Ghosh’s dedication of MCBE. He dedicates the work to “Young
Bengal,” a group which emerged in the 1830-40s ideologically opposed to orthodox
Hinduism (Falk 2002: 141). Members of Young Bengal made their way into Brahmo
Samaj. Vivekananda and his “proto Modern Yoga” are greatly indebted to the Brahmo
Samaj (De Michelis 2004: 49). Das got his start from Pulin Behari Das who led the
Anusilan Samiti (SN INS) or “bodybuilding society.” Pulin Behari Das emphasizes
the need for a healthy body and strength of character. He felt physical training was
linked to intellectual development (Rosselli 1980: 131).

The Simla Vyayama Samiti began in north Kolkata in 1926. This club existed in the same
neighborhood as Ghosh’s College, Ironman Centre and Vivekananda’s ancestral home. It
promoted three forms of vyayama.

The goal of the club was to develop healthy youth within a nationalist frame:

The main aim of establishing Simla Vyayama Samiti was to build healthy
and morally courageous Bengali youths, so that they could at any time
plunge for the freedom movement of the motherland and they could
extend their help to the weak and miserable people.16

15 Akhard (originally a Persian term) refers to a gymnasium. Gymnasia are found throughout India. They are
places where wrestling, physical exercises and martial arts are practised by both professionals and non-
professionals. Some young men in metropolitan cities train in akhdrds simply to get fit. Also, fighting
ascetics (ndgas) are organised into thirteen different akhdras. Naga members of the akhdras go to training
arenas (akharas), usually in the early morning, to train in the use of various weapons and in hand-to-hand
combat.

16 See Simla Byayam Samity retrieved from: http://simlabyayamsamity.com/history.html#history.
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Figure 8: jugantar 30th August 1953.
Vyayama practitioner in danda with a stool. In WVHB it is labeled as
Vyayama No. 13. (Das 1954: 66)

This club encouraged physical development through “training for wrestling, exercise,
and training for fighting with sticks.”17 In Joseph Alter’s analysis of Subaltern Bodies and
Nationalist Physiques, he describes two exercises commonly used for wrestling training.
He calls these “jack-knifing push-ups,” and “a bouncing deep knee bend” (Alter
2000: 52). Both of these exercises are in Das’s books.

Vydydma features extensively in Bengali language material. Consider the titles of Das’s
books: Vyayama and Health, Women’s Vyayama for Health and Beauty, Yoga-Vydydma and
Dumbbell-Barbell Vyayama. Yet, it is entirely absent in English sources. Given the
relationship of vyayama to nationalism, one could expect vyayama to be absent from the
English language material. Vyayama is missing from Bose’s manual in 1939, Ghosh’s 1961
Yoga Cure and even Gouri Shankar Mukerji’s Yoga und Unsere Medizin from 1963. Yet Palit,
a student of Ghosh and contemporary of Bose and Mukerji, includes vyayama in her
columns and her book.

Both vydydama and dsana can be interpreted as indigenous forms of physical exercise.
Scholars have probed the similarity of dsana, in form, to other Western practices. This
same approach could be applied to vyayama. It would be of interest to explore why asana
makes its way into the English-language while vyayama does not. It is possible that the

17 See Simla Byayam Samity retrieved from: http://simlabyayamsamity.com/history.html#history.
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peaceful undertone of asana perpetuated it on a global scale. Perhaps this was enhanced
by Gandhi’s presentation of spiritual and moral force as superior to physical force
(Howard 2011: 200). It is also possible that the funding sources propelled dsana but not
vydyama. Further research is needed to address this. However, Bengalis were interacting
with each other in their own language differently than they were in with English
speakers. Vyayama is an example of this.

Das draws on many terms to refer to different vyayama practices. Some of these are self
explanatory. There is GG A T I (dumbbell niye vyayama), which means
“vydyama with dumbbells,” IR TN AW (barbell niye vyayama) or “vyayama with
barbell,” “THICT T TIRIW (parallel bare vyayama), meaning “parallel bar vyayama,”
@A ING TN (helano bare vyayama) or “slanted bar vydyama,” G@PIH 057 I
(Russian ringe vydyama), meaning “Russian ring vyayama,” and 15 I W (nichu bare
vydyama), meaning “low bar vydyama.” These represent strengthening exercises using
barbells or dumbbells, or gymnastics movements using apparatus like bars and rings.

Both Palit and Das use other terms to represent practices without equipment. These are
what we would consider yoga dsana today. They are the practices of “free hand
vydyama” (4T ACS FT AW or khali hate vyayama) and “yogic vydyama” or “yoga-
vyayama” (G5 I5TI™). Under the yog(ic)-vydyama heading are specific dsanas.

In WVHB, there are thirty-six positions in the “yogic vyayama” section, all of which are
named as dsanas. Some of them have a pre-modern origin. Das includes positions such
as Lotus (@RI, Skt. padmasana), Stretching (IF*EITSTSE, Skt. pascimottandsana), and
Corpse (¥R, Skt. savasana). These postures appear in the Hatha [Yoga] Pradipika. In
IYV, Das includes practices that do not fall under the heading of vyayama. (Though the
book itself is broadly called vyayama.) These include mudra (3J&T), satkarmani (31? 1),
pranayama (ATTA). These too feature in hathayoga texts.

Das then introduces twenty-four free-hand vydydma (TfeT TS IF™) in WVHB. He
teaches moving the arms up and down, push-ups, supine leg lifts, leg circles, sit-ups,
and squatting. In 1YV, there is also a section on free-hand vydyama which contains
twelve movements. Palit includes nineteen positions in her book. She calls them
“women’s free hand vyayama” ((TGICKE TfeT }ICS IFTAM). Both Das and Palit explain this

term. Das writes:
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Figure 9: Practitioner showing Single Leg Circles in WVHB.
Labeled as Bayam No. 16 (I 4R SW) (Das 1954: 69).

Another form of movement to present for women is vydydma. Young
children love jumping and running so they too are in favor of this
excellent vyayama. It also enhances blood circulation by developing the
posture of the body and decreasing stiffness. Free-hand vydyama can be
understood as various poses in movement (Das 1954: 54).

a8 ST AFTS BT TN FRFF | (=16 (=16 (AT ARFATRE (=616
FI© TFEIGT | O ICF 2312 GaN FRMW | 1 06 FRW I® F
QAT Q MR IO A oo WMo Fg 71 W@ [ [iss
SIS a5 A NG AR SOl 7 I N I e Jiw
FANFL ATeT O IS T | (RPT 59 8: ¢8)

Das emphasizes that the positions are carried out in motion. Palit agrees. She offers a
similar definition for free-hand vyayama:

It is very beneficial for women to do free-hand vyayama. It is advisable to
give free-hand vydyama according to the body structure of women. The
difference between asana and vyayama is that to do free-hand vyayama,
the feet and limbs move, but dsanas are motionless. After an asana you
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should sit down or take Savasana. After a good savasana, you proceed on.
Both inhalation and exhalation should be done well. (Palit, 30th August
1953, Jugantar BLA: Vol: 16; Issue: 34.1 27th August 1953).

TS TS RIS IS TIE SO | ©T2 [KfSa *[19 J@I, AP @
RIS FRW @ST FOF | IeRe I AR oG M I
FAE | AP 8 LRI I AIRTF NYF a8 @, AMferans I[m™
FIAE TN T, 9 T AT AHASTH AUB U I, [FE AP T 39
T ICT AT B APH FICS 2 | JPI-2F0IE FIK Q67 (@A T I
5| (ST “FoTBA” Vo AT, $5¢)

Palit praises the health benefit of yoga-vyayama. In her column from 17th January 1954,
she writes:

All the free-hand vyayama can be useful to women. Of these, 1 have
published about a few. If these yoga-vydyama are excluded from
publication, they will not be done. But they should immediately be
practised.

I have spoken to you before about other yoga-vyayama and now I will
discuss various others. Those people who have become a little overweight
should do all of the yoga-vydyama every day.

After the vydyama are presented here, you will be able to practise them
(Palit, 17th January 1954, Jugantar BLA: Vol: 17; Issue: 147, 14th January
1954).

IfeT Tite @ ToeT AN I AT | AW SAWN O TdeaTSfera Wy
N FISIB I3 S FEG | ABfeT FIT @S- I @@ ©f
AT OR  @A-ITNT S A QBT WO FIR@F | @iV T3
2[1feT 3iTte TN Qe 0o D AT |

O W 97 ST SAANTTL (@I91-AAN THE AR, OIIsT N1 T
QIHE AANBT STHE AETBAT TG | At 9Ip (BT T Shores
ORI SR (@IS-JANT 557 98 NS @iy Liferarre armafer
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e (T NS IAT IeT2 GTPfed WA Qo F@ @2ATS AGA |
(SHifeTs “LoTF” S SIFAT, S@8)
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Figure 10: Palit in “Vyayama No. 1” (Jugantar, 17th January 1954)

Most of the vyayama lack specific names. One exception is danda, the jack-knife push-
ups discussed earlier. Others possess generic names such as “TIT FIRAW (pdyer vydyama)
translated as “leg vyayama.” Often they are simply numbered. To this end, photos serve
to bring further clarity to written instructions. In one photo from 17th January 1954,
Palit is seated with her legs out to the sides, leaning with her head toward her right
knee and her left arm reaching toward her right foot. She writes:

First, sit with your legs in front, straight like a stick. Like in the picture,
make a gap between your legs, bringing them out to the sides. Now,
having taken the left hand over your head, bend to the right and
immediately bring your head in that direction. Then having taken the
right hand over to the left, that is, the right hand in the direction of your
left leg. Take your arms in this way, as shown in the picture. In this
manner, one at a time, lean to the right and then to the left ten times
(Palit, 17th January 1954, Jugantar BLA: Vol: 17; Issue: 147, 14th January
1954).

AW G 2 TA T TG P | OIF =R @R @6 o1 F1F &
SF® AL | Q2 T YST6P N 3917 TG I4, 3051 37057 |12Afh O e
QP S| BRI T Jofb T pd 891K A I IR TH o
SsErsfel 1 AGF 8917 e i | @317 MA1f6 O 2GA e AN S
SIS | <1 AT ABFASI QAT T 253 FI0 I | MO GRS B
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fRCE AT QIR S0 I FACS AN | (PM1eT® “FoNBI” 9 TG, $9¢8)
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Palit explains the health benefits for the previous vyayama:

The benefit of this vyayama is that it decreases fat along the waist. The
kidney and bladder function well. This vyayama makes any stomach
illnesses go away immediately (Palit, 17th January 1954 Jugantar BLA:
Vol: 17; Issue: 147, 14th January 1954).

(*NBT (T (BI6 IS CPTasfete A HFeng 5191 910G It Crasferd I™a
W TA | ISR (B (GO PTRO] I FA© APTAT T B 92
IS RIFT | (NS “FoS” 9 TR, 59¢8)

Health benefits are a part of dsana instruction. They are also connected to vyayama.
Developing health through “indigenous” exercise serves two goals: to build individual
health and national health. Terminology is important for the latter especially. Terms
like vyayama, yoga and asana have geographical roots. This is summarized succinctly by
Palit:

Yoga is the practice of national health. Yogis have prioritized yoga-
vyayama as their primary and dominant form of practice, because by
doing this they could survive in extremes of heat, cold, and other adverse
situations.

This form of caring for the body was known as “yoga-vyayama.”
Unfortunately, due to political turmoil in India, this trend has vanished.
We owe it to the ancient system to bring it back. (Palit Jugantar, 12th
October 1952, BLA: Vol 16; Issue 20, 9th October 1952).

N Q% TOIT R-BHIEF WML AN & A4 G I 9= FRMRCEA,
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Palit refers to ascetic practices associated with yoga-like fasting and surviving extreme
cold. If yogis were able to endure hardship before, they can endure political hardship
now. Yoga-vyayama is the way.

Both Palit and Das write about nation-building. They both write about the importance
of exercise for women and heavily campaign for women to take up physical practice.
But it is important to reflect that Palit—a woman—is writing at all. Women were
disparaged and deemed not fit to practice yoga prior to the twentieth century. This is



frequently attested to in hathayoga texts. Furthermore, they rarely received formal
education. By the mid-twentieth century, Palit was teaching and writing publicly. This
shift derives from the role of both women’s reform and yoga in Indian nationalism.

Prior to the twentieth century, texts on yoga were written from a male perspective
(Mallinson & Singleton 2017: 53). We do not have documentation of postural yoga as a
practice for women to any significant extent. Yet, in the twentieth century, women
emerge as authors, teachers and practitioners of yoga. By 2017, 82.2% of postural yoga
practitioners in America are women.!8 If we look at yoga in isolation, this transition
does not make sense. Yet, if we consider the relationship between social movements
and women'’s reform, yoga emerges as a female practice.

Since this paper is about Bengal, social reform and women in Bengal are the focus here.
However, the development of physical training for women was not confined to this
region. For example, in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Britain, women
began participating in fitness classes and physical training. Like in Bengal, the
methodology was shaped by “social and medical discourses” and “often constrained by
distinctions of class and gender” (Macrae 2016: 19-20). The participation of women in
physical training, be it yoga or otherwise, exists within a wider social discourse.

We know very little about the lives of women in India prior to the nineteenth century.
Surviving records state that “most were denied men’s opportunities to acquire
knowledge, property and social status” (Forbes 1996: 19). Then, in the nineteenth
century, British rulers came to question many Indian customs involving women. This
criticism was a catalyst for reform. In Bengal, Iswar Chandra Vidyasagar, Keshub
Chandra Sen, and Swami Vivekananda all publicly addressed women’s low social status
and lack of opportunity in education (Forbes 1996: 20). These individuals, and
organizations like Young Bengal, worked to improve the status of women in India.1®

18 See Yoga Journal (2021) retrieved from:

19 This section focuses on what men say about women in yoga. Forbes (1996) describes this approach for her
own work: “I begin this work with male reformers in nineteenth-century India. I have chosen to proceed in
this way because patriarchal systems offer women few opportunities until men decide it is time for change”
(1996: 6). Her work is not about yoga; however, the Bengal yoga sources support Forbes’s approach.
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The British directed criticism at social or ritual practices, not directly at yoga. However,
hathayoga texts contain traces of these views. The British saw the seclusion of women
(purdah) as a justifiable reason for evangelistic motives (Falk 2002). While it is not called
purdah in hathayoga, the concept is present:

The Vedas, Shastras, and Puranas are like common courtesans; this
Sambhavi mudra is kept hidden like a lady of good family. (GS 3.54: 78)

Strive to keep them secret, as if they were a box of jewels. Like sex with a
respectable woman, don’t talk about them to anyone. (HYP 3.9: 54).20

High-caste brahmin men marrying many young girls (kulin) was another area of
criticism. Like purdah, the term kulin does not appear in hathayoga. However, the act of
taking multiple sexual partners is. The Siva Samhita (SS) states:

The semen of the yogi who practices daily for six months according to his
guru’s instructions is never lost, even if he enjoys a hundred women
(SS 4.103: 101).

If women practised yoga, it is not documented. In fact, women were listed as a
hindrance to progress in yoga:

Women, lying about on beds, clothes, money, kissing on the mouth,
chewing pan, drinking, kingship, heroism, wealth, gold, silver, copper,
gems, fragrant aloe wood, cows, scholarship, Vedic treatise, dancing,
singing, jewelry, flutes, lutes, drums, riding on elephants and tall horses,
wives, children, and sensuality: these are said to be obstacles.
(SS 5.3-5:105).

Passages in the HYP, Hatharatnavali, the 18th-century Hathabhyasapaddhati, as well as the
Amaraughaprabodha all say that women should be avoided as they are obstacles in
yoga.2l From this standpoint, why would yoga shift so dramatically from a male-

20 Also in HYP: “The Vedas, Shastras, and Puranas are like common courtesans. Only one, Shambhavimudra,
is protected like a respectable woman” (HYP 4.35: 92).

21 “Even for those who are devoted should avoid in the beginning contact with fire, woman and taking a
long walk, which is beneficial.” (Hatharatnavali 2.50: 60).

“Look at the widened-eyes sky, in hot season the grace of the moon, ladies, Vaisnava idols and faces etc.
until tears come in the eyes. See the faces of the ladies with the idea that addiction to such things should be
abandoned.” (Hathabhyasapaddhati 92: 74).

“[The yogin] should avoid at first frequenting fire, women and roads.” (Amaraughaprabodha: 24).
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dominated practice to a female one? Why would yoga become a tool for change in
women’s social status?

Partha Chatterjee is an Indian political scientist and anthropologist. In his 1989 article
“Colonialism, Nationalism, and Colonialized Women” he outlines the separation
between material and spiritual. He does not directly address yoga or women in yoga. Still,
I shall summarize his ideas because they help to understand this change.

Chatterjee analyzes the dichotomy between colonialism and nationalism. He views the
material world as external and ultimately subject to the colonizer’s demands and
innovations in science, technology, and rationalism. However, the spiritual domain—
which is internal and therefore not affected by external innovations—remains
untouched by colonization. In India, the spiritual domain was superior to that of the
West. Chatterjee explains:

It followed that as long as India cared to retain the spiritual
distinctiveness of its culture, it could make all the compromises and
adjustments necessary to adapt to the requirements of a modern material
world without losing its true identity (Chatterjee 1989: 624).

Indians could embrace yoga as “traditional” since it was both spiritual and Eastern. At
the same time, yoga had to incorporate women to meet the demands of the twentieth
century and respond to British criticism. The result was twofold. Indian reforms
updated their treatment of women. At the same time, they embraced yoga. Women
were championed as both practitioners and teachers of yoga.

i (LSS

Figure 11: Reba Das bending an iron rod
in 1936. “Wife of author Shrimati Reba Das”
(A B TS QT RPT) (Das 1954: 5)



In 1936, Nilmoni Das writes about physical fitness in the Amrita Bazar Patrika. The
photos are of his wife, Reba Das, bending an iron rod, flexing her biceps while dressed in

a sari. Das writes:

A nation’s wealth is the sum total of its health, masculine and feminine.
The learned physical culturists of the past and the present have done
much and are still doing much for the physical uplift of the youths of
Bengal, but there is hardly any movement for the physical improvement
of our mothers, sisters, and daughters. Among the growing needs of the
country, physical culture for girls and women has been found to be one.
‘Mens Sana in Corpore Sano’— Sound mind in a sound body. Therefore
culture of health on the part of girls is no discredit, rather it is a great
asset (Das, Amrita Bazar Patrika, 17th May, 1936; BLA, Vol. 68, Issue 121,
11thMay 1936).

For Das, the physical culture movements did not do enough to uplift women and
develop their health. A prosperous nation must embrace the well-being of both men
and women.

Below, Bishnu Ghosh introduces Palit’s Path of the Body. He writes about the importance
of her work. Like Das, he illustrates the growing perspective that it is necessary for
women to teach yoga:

Dearest Labanya, I am extremely happy to hear about the publication of
your “women’s vyayama” book. You have listened to my advice, and I
know that women benefit from vyayama. For so long you have practised
and your students can learn so much from you. I myself do not have the
experience to teach women, because I am not a woman. You, of course,
have that experience and can teach beyond what I am able to do. The
renowned poet Rabindranath also gave you his blessings after having read
your early writings.?2 I am pleased that your countless writings in Bengali
in this book, and also your columns in Nari Jagat, will reach any educated
woman and even man. Know that my blessings are with you and I hope
immediately you are successful (Palit 1955: introductory page).
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22 Palit was also a poet. Her poetry is included in the Collected Works of Nolini Kanta Gupta. Nolini Kanta Gupta
was the premiere disciple of Sri Aurobindo.
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Instructions in hathayoga texts are not aimed at women. By 1936, Das is writing about
the importance of women’s physical education. Twenty years later, Ghosh commends
Palit as a more accomplished teacher for women than he because she is a woman. This is
a significant change.

This was not only a phenomenon in Bengal. Yogendra, who exported innovations that
he had introduced in modern yoga out of Santa Cruz (Mumbai), married Sita Devi. In
1934, she published Easy Postures for Woman. Yogendra wrote the introduction, much like
Ghosh did for Palit. In it, he reinterpreted the historic role of women in yoga. Yogendra
acknowledges that, in the early times of Aryan culture, women would have to be reborn
each time in a successively higher caste in order to eventually be born for the fifth time
as a male brahmin. This idea appears in the Yoga Yajiiavalkya (YY), an early hathayoga
text:

For the fourth division and women, who perform their duties and control
their senses, listening to the Puranas (other sacred texts which explain
philosophy mixed with stories and parables) is said to be siddhantasravana
by the wise (YY 2.8-10, 18).

Elsewhere, Yogendra writes that even if a woman were to be reborn as a brahmin male,
salvation was not promised. Old age and disease could prevent liberation. Therefore,
“Hathayoga took up this challenge and came to the rescue of those who desired to attain
salvation during this very life” (Devi 1934: 10). Yogendra says it is a misunderstanding



to believe that women cannot do yoga. “Yoga can be undertaken successfully by one
and all, and that at any rate there is no bar against a woman, or even a married woman
or notwithstanding even a harlot” (Devi 1934: 13). Here Yogendra interacts with ideas in
hathayoga and attempts to re-interpret them. He says, “that there have not been many
women well acquainted with Yoga is no excuse for limitations, since, as in every other
art and science, women have been victims to men’s greed for power in every age,
country and community” (Devi 1934: 14).

Hathayoga texts are not intended for women. Yet yoga is popular with women today.
How did this shift occur? If we constrain our inquiry to yoga texts, the answers are
sparse. Answers begin to emerge when we examine the role of women in social reform
movements of the twentieth century.

Today, yoga is a health practice popular around the world. It is particularly popular
with women. At the beginning of the twentieth century, yoga was not about health nor
was it practised by women. Yet the works of Ghosh, Das, Palit and Bose illuminate the
very traits common in yoga today—yoga for health and as a practice for women. As yoga
evolved in the twentieth century, our Bengali sources disseminated it for its impact on
health well before the global community perceived it as such.

Asana and vyayama sprang into public awareness in twentieth-century India, amidst the
boom of gymnasiums and clubs. Ghosh and Das, both bodybuilders, led this trend in
Bengal. They founded their respective institutions and published materials easily
available within their community. Written in Bengali or English, their materials were
not exclusive like Sanskrit-based yoga texts. Rather, they were intended to teach yoga to
the general public. Today, yoga is an accessible practice. The Bengali sources helped
thrust yoga into the mainstream.

By the mid-twentieth century, Ghosh, Das, Palit and Bose all disseminated dsana
instruction to develop health and strength for the individual. Beyond physical strength,
the sources recognize the importance of curing or preventing physical ailments and
disease. To this end, they list the muscles required for each position. This is followed by
specific physical benefits. Today, we do not think twice about yoga for health. A 2017
study listed both wellness and health as the top reasons Americans practise yoga. In
many respects, the Bengali materials represent what yoga has become today.



Since scholarship focuses on physical yoga in the twentieth century, it is important to
go beyond anglophone sources. In India, aside from over 19,000 regional dialects and
one hundred and twenty major languages, there are twenty-two official recognized
languages.23 (Although English is not one of them, it has become, de facto, an Indian
language.) As examined here, the entire practice of vyayama is missing from the
English-language sources in Bengal. Elements of nationalism appear in the Bengali
material more than the English. Das and Palit’s writing in Bengali provides a broader
understanding of yoga than the English sources. Furthermore, it is only when we
examine English and Bengali sources side by side that differences come to light.

Das and Palit, writing in their native language, incorporated both dsana and vyayama.
Their use of “indigenous” practices linked individual health with national health. This
resulted in the Bengali innovation: “Yoga-vydyama.” The large amount of material—
Das’s multiple volumes on practice, Palit’s book, and her forty-one columns—illuminate
the high demand for this material. Furthermore, Palit represents the shift toward yoga
as a female practice. This was not an accident, nor did it happen by chance. It was
carefully thought out. Women were brought into yoga by way of Indian reform
movements. Das and Ghosh advocated for women in yoga, starkly in contrast with
hathayoga materials. They proclaimed that the strength of a nation depends on the
health of both men and women. As this idea established itself, women began to practise
and teach. Today, women around the world are yoga teachers. Early teachers like Palit
represent this change.
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Abstract

’I‘he past and present development of modern yoga within the People’s Republic
of China (PRC) remains sorely understudied. To date, the vast majority of
research written in English has dealt only with the practice’s manifestations in
the United States, Western Europe, and India. This paper responds by
investigating the initial popularization of modern yoga in the PRC during the
1980s by Zhang Huilan 58 =, contemporary China’s so-called “mother of yoga,”
and her guru, Chris Butler. It examines Zhang and Butler’s books from the period
alongside their audio and visual material in light of the political, economic, and
cultural context in which they emerged. It offers an explanation for why Zhang
and Butler’s yoga was successful despite the stiff competition it faced from local
psychophysical- and biospiritual-cultivation practices, namely gigong SIfh. It
explores why their brand was tolerated (possibly even supported) by authorities
at a time when the Chinese state was actively promoting science in conjunction
with indigenous forms of medicine and healing. Finally, it provides a reason for
why Zhang and Butler were able to overcome the tumults of the 1990s and the
crackdown on self-cultivation practices spurred by the Falun Gong E%SIN
incidents of 1999.
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Despite the People’s Republic of China (PRC) being the most populated country in the
world and replete with yogis, the past and present development of modern yoga within
its borders is sorely understudied. To date, the vast majority of research written in
English has dealt only with the practice’s manifestations in the United States, Western
Europe, and India.! The Routledge Handbook of Yoga and Meditation Studies has sought to
break from this trend by offering chapters on yoga in Southeast Asia, Korea, Japan, and
Latin America.? Yet, as editors Karen O’Brien-Kop and Suzanne Newcombe lament in
their introduction to the text, a China-focused study is missing.3 Only a single work—
Benoit Vermander, Liz Hingley, and Liang Zhang’s ethnography, Shanghai Sacred—
touches on the subject at all, and only then in a cursory manner as it explores the
multireligious landscape of the PRC’s financial capital.4 Beyond this, yoga in China
remains ignored.

I venture a small step towards rectifying this neglect by investigating the initial

popularization of modern yoga in the PRC during the 1980s by Zhang Huilan 3K = (b.
1955), contemporary China’s so-called “mother of yoga” (dangdai Zhongguo de yujia zhi
mu HCHEAVEIZ &), and her guru, Chris Butler (b. 1948).5 I examine Zhang and
Butler’s books from the period alongside their audio and visual material in light of the
political, economic, and cultural context in which they emerged. I offer an explanation
for why Zhang and Butler’s yoga was successful despite the stiff competition it faced
from local psychophysical- and biospiritual-cultivation practices, namely gigong <If.6

11 follow Elizabeth De Michelis in understanding “modern yoga” as referring to “the graft of a Western
branch onto the Indian tree of yoga,” which gradually took shape as India encountered Western
imperialism and modernity. See De Michelis (2004: 2). Yet, I do find that a fluvial metaphor a la Tweed
(2008) is preferable to De Michelis’s sylvan one. For studies on yoga in the United States, see, for example,
Dazy (2005), Syman (2010), and Deslippe (2018). For work on yoga in Western Europe, see De Michelis (1995),
Augenstein (2013), and Newcombe (2019). For research on yoga in India, see Alter (1997) and (2004). For a
monograph that works across some of these boundaries, see Strauss (2005).

2 Also see McCartney (2020).
3 0’Brien-Kop and Newcombe (2021: 8).
4+ Vermander, Hingley, and Zhang (2018: 165-71).

5 This sobriquet is widely used to refer to Zhang in mainland China. I have encountered it being used by
scholars, state-media personnel, and practitioners alike.

6 Qigong literally translates to something like “breathwork.” The term appears a few times in historical
sources but should for all intents and purposes be considered a modern construction formulated by
Chinese Communist Party cadre Liu Guizhen X|Z2E. Through Liu and his comrades, the term came “to
encompass all traditional techniques for disciplining the mind, the breath, and the body.” See Goossaert
and Palmer (2011: 120). Later, gigong would also include under its umbrella things like “trance, divination,



At the same time, I explore why their brand was tolerated (possibly even supported) by
authorities at a time when the Chinese state was actively promoting science in
conjunction with indigenous forms of medicine and healing. Finally, I provide a reason
for why Zhang and Butler were able to overcome the tumults of the 1990s and the
crackdown on self-cultivation practices spurred by the Falun Gong j&%2I] incidents of
1999.

In December 1978, just a little over two years after the death of Mao Zedong EFZR
(1893-1976) and the turmoil of the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), Deng Xiaoping X8
/N (1904-1997), now at the helm of the People’s Republic of China, initiated major
economic reforms, which would forever change the face of the country. Over the
following years, moves were made away from collectivization, central planning, and
state ownership. Privatization occurred on a large scale, including in the health sector,
and the country began opening up to foreign investment.

Religion and various practices formerly deemed superstitious were granted room to
breathe.” Yet, science, the key to Deng’s Four Modernizations (Si ge xiandaihua 747
X1t), remained hegemonic.8 This power dynamic imbued existing efforts to “scientize”
traditional healing practices with new vigour.® The search for a Chinese science, which
might enable the PRC to leapfrog the West, also intensified. Throughout the 1980s and
90s, gigong was believed to offer an answer. Some spoke of “a super-science,” others of
potential military applications.1© More realistic individuals simply saw in gigong a cheap
way to improve the country’s health, a necessary task if China was to ever be recognized

charismatic healing, and talismanic techniques, as well as..paranormal phenomena, and UFOs”
Palmer (2007: 18).

7 Goossaert and Palmer (2011: 316-17).

8 Deng hoped to modernize agriculture, industry, defense, and science and technology. However, of these,
the fourth was the most important. Deng called it “the key to the four modernizations” for “without
modern science and technology, it is impossible to build modern agriculture, modern industry or modern
national defence.” Deng (1984: 102).

9 Indeed, as Palmer observes, the immediate post-Mao era saw “scientism became the new creed for the
development of the country.” Palmer (2007: 49).

10 Ibid., 120 and 73-74.



as a developed and modern nation.!! At the peak of the 1980s gigong boom (gigong re <,
IH#R), millions of citizens were practicing the art at home and in parks, often as
disciples of one of thousands of masters seeking to make a name for themselves.12 It was
under precisely these conditions that Zhang and Butler first entered mainland China.

Butler was born in New Orleans and later moved to Molokai, Hawaii with his parents. 13
Referred to by Chinese as Bo Zhongyan #8 5 and by his American disciples as Jagad
Guru Siddhaswarupananda Paramahamsa, Butler claims to have grown up in a Marxist
household (although his mother insists it was Quaker).14 Expelled from Kailua High, he
finished secondary school at Kalani.’s Thereafter, he began taking classes at the
University of Hawai‘i and, at around age twenty, claims to have attained what he calls
the “Impersonal Brahman Aspect of the Absolute Truth,” a state variously rendered
into Chinese by Zhang as “the Ocean of White Light” (Bai guang haiyang HY/8i¥),
“Brahmanic Light” (Fan guang %), and “the Impersonal Aspect of the Original Cause”
(Yuanshi dongyin de fei renge tedian [RIGENEIAIIEAIEESFMR).16 Sometime after this
life-altering event, Butler dropped out of school, opened the Haiku Meditation Center,
and began taking disciples to whom he taught astangayoga and methods for awakening
Kundalini.” He first met members of the International Society for Krishna
Consciousness (ISKCON) in 1969 at Diamond Head Crater’s Sunshine Music Festival.
They shared with him the Hare Krsna mahamantra, which Butler then took and began
promoting independently. The leader of ISKCON, A. C. Bhaktivedanta Svami Prabhupada
(1876-1977), responded swiftly to this new competition by declaring that Butler was an
illegitimate spiritual teacher—an accusation which prompted the latter to join the
movement himself in 1970.18 While with ISKCON, Butler claims to have been drawn to

11 Strauss proposes that, “while illness is always a marked category, ‘health’ is not.” She argues, “health is
not only a central value of modernity, but also a marker for modernity, in the sense that development of
nations is measured in part by a series of ‘health indicators’ such as morbidity and mortality rates.” Strauss
(2005: 6).

12 Palmer calculates that, “at its height in the late 1980s, the gigong movement may have attracted over one
hundred million practitioners in some form or another.” Palmer (2007: 6).

13 Wright (1977, sec. A).

14 Tbid.

15 Tbid.

16 Zhang and Bo (1986: 545).

17 Jones and Ryan (2007: 411). T have been unable to determine from whom Butler learned these practices.

18 Wright 1977, sec. A. For Butler’s own account of this process, see Siddhara-svartipa Dasa (1971).



the personal aspect of the divine.1® However, approximately four years after “offer[ing]

”

himself and all his possessions at the feet of his [new] guru,” Butler became
disillusioned with the Vaisnava organization and criticized it for being like “a welfare
state where they centralize food and sleeping and have control over [everyone].”
20Although he had already abandoned ISKCON years earlier, it was not until after its
founder’s death in 1977 that Butler began acting as an initiating (diksa) guru.?! That
same year, he founded the Science of Identity Foundation—a tax-exempt, religious
organization based in Hawaii—and, in 1994, assisted with the establishment of the
World Vaisnava Association.22 To this day, he still considers Prabhupada his guru and
ultimately traces his lineage back through figures like Sri Krsna Caitanya Mahaprabhu

(1486-1533 CE) to Krsna himself.23

As for Zhang, not much is known about her other than the bits and pieces she herself
provides. Also called Wai Lana and Vaisnava Das (Ch.: Wayishinawa Daxi FL{# £ 3B FLA
78), she was born and raised in Hong Kong.24 Apparently, as a youth, she was
materialistic and cared nothing for others.2> She would smoke, skip school, and even
dabbled with opiates. However, at the age of sixteen, she had a life-changing experience
while hearing music at a party—music she eventually identified as Butler’s.26 Later,
Zhang saw her future guru speak at an event in Hong Kong and, sometime after that,
while on retreat in Manila at Butler’s Science of Life Institute (Shengming benzhi
kexueyuan A as A FRFIZFE[R), officially became his disciple.2” Returning to Hong Kong,
Zhang kept in contact with her teacher, who advised her via letter to start proselytizing

19 Science of Identity Foundation (2020).
20 Wright (1977, sec. A).
21 1bid. and Science of Identity Foundation (2020).

22 The Science of Identity Foundation was originally called the Hari Nama Society (Jones and Ryan 2007:
412).

23 Zhang and Bo (1986: 628).
24 Zhang and Bo (1986: 7).
25 Tbid., 579.

26 Huilan Yujia (2017). It is unclear which work of Butler’s so captivated Zhang. The earliest of his
recordings I have been able to locate is the album A Very Gentle Force: This World/A Different World, which
became available only in 1975.

27 Tbid. Also see Bo and Zhang (1983: 7).



in her homeland by translating and distributing his essays alongside her own.2s In
response, she launched a magazine called Life Force, China (Shengmingli, Zhongguo 4 @5 /7,
FA[E). Due to lack of sales, though, the publication flopped.2

In 1980, Zhang helped Butler acquire an invitation from the All-China Youth League
(zhonghua quanguo gingnian lianhehui FHEEEFFELRSR) to tour various Chinese
cities where he gave lectures on the social problems of the Western world and
performed rock songs to a similar tune.® Dysentery cut his trip short, however. After
only three or four months, Butler was forced to leave the country.3! In 1982, he returned
with his newly-formed Hawaiian rock band, Morning Sun (Zhaoyang EAFH). That year,
the group released its first album through the China Record Corporation (Zhongguo
changpian zonggongsi FRENE /S /2 E]). In 1983, it produced a second and, in 1985, a
third and a fourth. With music as his medium, Butler travelled across the country,
denouncing hedonism and trumpeting the names of God.32

During his 1980 tour, a publisher approached him with the proposition to turn his
lectures into a book.33 This offer prompted Zhang and Butler to produce Social Ills of the
West: Drugs, Suicide, and Divorce (Xifang shehui bing: xidu, zisha, he lihun P95 1 &/ ——R
F. BARMELE)—a collection of essays and interviews, some of which had previously
appeared in Life Force, China. First printed in 1983, the text laments the social issues
plaguing the developed world and declares hedonism as their root cause.34 In 1985,
Zhang also published a related work, Talks on Western Society (Xifang shehui mantan P8 75
1 5781%K), which chiefly consists of interviews with members of Morning Sun and
champions much the same as Social Ills of the West but directs its message at China’s

youth to whom the book is dedicated.

28 Tbid., 7-8.
29 Ibid., 8.

30 Cities visited include Shanghai, Beijing, Wuxi, Suzhou, and Nanjing. Huilan Yujia (2020a). The two had
previously entered the mainland together in 1979. Zhang and Bo (1986: 362).

31 Huilan Yujia (2020a).

32 Morning Sun’s albums contain tracks such as “The Pursuer of Material Desire’s Sick and Worried
Heart” (Wuyu zhuigiuzhe youxinchongchong #)8RIERE M/Oviid) and “Gopala Govinda Rama” (Gepala
Gewenda Wama X BHAL X 3OA TE18).

33 Huilan Yujia (2020a).

34 35,000 copies were printed in this first run and an additional 10,000 in 1987.



While Butler busied himself with music, Zhang taught yoga throughout the mainland in
parks and at universities.3s In this respect, her proselytization method was identical to
that of many gigong masters. Yet Zhang’s lessons were no doubt tamer than those of
some of her counterparts.’¢ Zhao Jinxiang's #X5EZE Soaring Crane Technique
(Hexiangzhuang 3#/E), for instance, was especially popular in the early 80s, and his
method culminated in people acting “spontaneously” in public, “hugging trees, rolling
on the ground, crying, burping, or making wild kung fu-style movements.”3? Often,
practitioners would even speak in glossolalia (yuzhou yu FFE§1&).38 Not surprising, the
government quickly came to disapprove of such unruly displays. Zhang and Butler did
too, a fact that could have only improved their standing with the Communist Party.3®

Eventually, the number of Zhang’s students became too great to handle in parks, so she
decided, instead, to disseminate her teachings via television.4 In 1985, her show, Yujia:
ziwo shenxin duanlian fangfa ¥ il—— B B0 575 (Yoga: Exercise Methods for One’s
Body and Mind [YEM]), began airing on China Central Television (CCTV) in thirty-minute
segments. Filmed in Honolulu, the program features yoga instruction as well as health
and morality talks. The postural practice Zhang models consists mostly of static poses
and occasionally makes use of props (e.g., chairs, cushions, ropes, etc.), facts which
strongly suggest the influence of B. K. S. Iyengar (1918-2014). Running for fifteen years
during a period when government subsidies for television were increasingly reduced
and advertisement revenue became CCTV’s bread and butter, the show was a success

35 Huilan Yujia (2020a). Zhang began teaching to interested individuals in the mainland as early as 1977.
Unfortunately, I have been unable to determine the content of her instruction during these initial years.

36 In the mid-1970s, after having allegedly cured herself of cancer, Guo Lin ZB#f (1909-1984) became
perhaps the first person to begin offering gigong instruction in parks. By the early 1980s, “the use of public
spaces for mass gigong practice” was commonplace across the country. Guo also lectured on her method at
Beijing Normal University (Goossaert and Palmer 2011: 287). See also Palmer (2007: 46-48).

37 Goossaert and Palmer (2011: 288).
38 Tbid.

39 Zhang and Butler acknowledge that yoga can give rise to things like spontaneous jumping, dancing,
singing, drooling, coughing, or laughing. However, they also declare that, while “there are sometimes
charlatans in public places imitating these symptoms so as to deceive the naive and unknowing public into
believing they are yoga masters..a yoga master possessing true qualifications will normally strive to
control these symptoms, not allowing them to show, especially in public” (BRI &, BLIRFIELARIDAT
RIPRLEER, RBMIFRETANAR, N8 SEHMN. BEEEFSHEMMNEEHR
NEFEREASR, MLEMNBEER, 1532 EARIHE) (Zhang and Bo 1986: 9).

40 Huilan Yujia (2017).



and, during its tenure, no doubt reached an ever-growing number of people.4! In 1985,
CCTV only had one station. In 1986, in had two, and in 1989, it had three.42 Viewers were
hardly awash with options, even where additional, local broadcasts existed. The number
of televisions in China also increased dramatically from one per one hundred people in
1978 to one for every four people in 1996.43 In cities, ninety-five percent of families
already had a television by 1986.44

Zhang's efforts were supplemented by two publications—the first works on modern
yoga written in Chinese for Chinese: Yujia: ziwo shenxin duanlian fangfa dianshi jiemu
congshu Bfil— BEH G OB EZRM T EMF (Yoga: Exercise Methods for One’s Body
and Mind TV Episode Companion) and Yujia: gigong yu mingxiang ¥i{il—SI05 B8 (Yoga:
Qigong and Meditation [YQM]).45 The former was released in three volumes from 1985 to
1988. For the most part, it simply parrots content from the television show and fails to
provide a comprehensive overview of yoga. By contrast, YQM offers an extremely
thorough, 624-page introduction to yogic thought and practice. Co-authored by Zhang
and Butler, the book’s discussion of postures (zishi 2T\, Skt.: dsana), its photographic
illustrations of them, and its treatment index are reminiscent of Iyengar’s Light on Yoga,
published exactly twenty years earlier in 1966. However, in addition to offering
instruction on dsana, breathing techniques (tiaoxifa VSRE, Skt.: pranayama), locks
(shoushufa ULERIE, Skt.: bandha), and seals (gihefa 22&7%, Skt.: mudra), YQM delves
deeply into the philosophy and practices of Gaudiya Vaisnavism. It also advances the
four prohibitions demanded of ISKCON practitioners by Prabhupada: no illicit sex, no
intoxicants, no gambling, and no meat. To help with the latter, it even provides ten
vegetarian recipes. Overall, the work might be seen as a somewhat unusual hybrid of
what Elizabeth De Michelis refers to as modern psychosomatic and denominational
forms of yoga.6

YQM'’s first printing of 39,000 copies sold out at RMB 3.35 a piece. In 1988, an additional
20,000 books were produced. They too flew off the shelves. Since then, hundreds of
thousands of copies have been sold and various editions made. Zhang, the face of her

41 Hong, Lii, and Zou (2009: 44).
42 1bid., 46.

43 Ying and Berry (2009: 3).

44 Lull (1991: 23).

45 Liu, Liu, and Cai (2017: 56).

46 De Michelis (2004: 187-88).



and Butler’s brand, was probably never as popular as some of the PRC’s best-know
gigong masters. Unlike Yan Xin /3§ (b. 1950), she might have had trouble filling up
stadiums of twenty thousand people.4’ Nevertheless, her accomplishments were
remarkable. In the closing decades of the twentieth century, she was, without a doubt,
China’s most famous purveyor of yoga. In the following sections, I provide a few of the
reasons for this success.

The Chinese People all believe bodily health is extremely precious. [They]
also think inner peace and happiness and noble, spiritual qualities are
worth more than treasure. It is for precisely this reason I am led to believe
that the people of my ancestral homeland will find value in the ancient
science of yoga.

These opening lines of YQM are indicative of the way in which Zhang and Butler present
their yoga. The practice should be undertaken because it has the power to treat illness,
maintain health, and improve one’s moral quality.

As with gigong, most people probably began flirting with yoga due to health concerns.
During the 1980s, free medical care in the countryside was vanishing, and companies
providing good insurance in urban centres were becoming rare.#> The onus was
increasingly on individuals to look after themselves. At the same time, China’s
economic reforms were bringing with them a host of new health issues commonly
associated with the modern world (i.e., diseases of affluence).50

Under these circumstances, Zhang and Butler claimed to offer something for everyone
—“men, women, the old, the young, manual workers, intellectuals, athletes, artists.” 51
Even the poor could benefit given yoga’s cost-effectiveness. Specific poses and
meditative practices were recommended based on occupation. Farmers, for example,

47 Goossaert and Palmer (2011: 288).

s “EARBINASHREFEESR, LINIROHFEESSEOFERAMTEE, EZRXTR
REBAREEEARTINRALIEXBAIFILAMNE.” Zhang and Bo (1986: 1).

49 Milcent (2018: 38-40). The numerous migrant workers flooding cities and taking up menial jobs had
particular difficulty financing their healthcare needs. See Ibid., 43.

50 Cook and Dummer (2004: 335-338).

s “BLELY, BABHERMASHE, BHRFEAREK" (Zhang and Bo 1986: 4).



could gain by performing plow pose (li shi 243\, Skt.: halasana), camel pose (luotuo shi &
I\, Skt.. ustrasana), and extended triangle (sanjiao shenzhan shi = F{BRET\, Skt.:
utthita trikondsana) while those in high-intensity positions (jinzhang de gongzuo ¥85K#9 T
YE) could benefit from things like neck exercises and mantra meditation (yujia yuyin

mingxiang B {iE S =18).52

Yoga could also help with particular ailments. Doing sun salutations (xiang taiyang
zhijing shi [ X PBAZENEN TN, Skt.: siirya namaskara) could assist with a cough and cold; yogic
sleep (yujia xiuxishu By{ilR 2R, Skt.: yoganidrda) and mantra meditation were good for
cancer patients; headstands (tou daoli shi 3kfBI3ZZ(, Skt.. salamba Sirsasana) and
pranayamic techniques could benefit those with epilepsy; and yogic fasting (yujia
duanshifa Bi{il#TRIE) could improve infections. Psychological issues were similarly
treated. Boat pose (chuan shi f#& =X, Skt.: naukdsana) was able to alleviate stress, and “holy
light” breathing (shengguang tiaoxi ¢8R, Skt.: kapalabhati pranayama) could dispel

anger.

While Zhang and Butler do warn that immediate results are unlikely and advise against
viewing yoga as a panacea, they never fail, on television or in their publications, to
highlight yoga’s wide-ranging health benefits. They also link the wellbeing of
individuals to that of society, stressing the desirable impact yoga can have on a nation’s
economy and health care system as well as its ability to raise a country’s moral
standing.

Anthropologist Gareth Fisher observes that, in post-Mao China, many individuals were
experiencing “moral breakdowns,” the result of “radical ruptures to their identities and
social roles” brought on by the abrupt shift from Maoism to a market-based economy.53
No doubt, many such people would have found Zhang and Butler’s essays and lectures
denouncing hedonism and praising socialist values reassuring as they watched Chinese
society become more materialistic and corrupt. An explicit connection is even made in
YQM between socialists who labour for the collective good and those who selflessly
perform karma yoga (shijian yujia SEEEI&I{N).>¢ Yet, this moral dimension would not

52 Tbid., 14-19. On television, the suffix “gong If1” is used far more often than “shi =.”

53 Fisher (2014: 3). Fisher begins his fieldwork in 2001, but the “moral breakdowns” he observes were
occurring prior to this date.

54 Zhang and Bo (1986: 585).



have set Zhang and Butler apart from their gigong-peddling peers, many of whom were
presenting their practices in a similar light.5s

It was also not the only resemblance between yoga and gigong. Chinese healing and
cultivation practices share a number of similarities with yoga. Many of the subjects
discussed in YQM—poses, breathing techniques, hygiene, meditation, mudras, and
mantra recitation—have precedents in China long before the 1980s. The Zhuangzi £,
written and compiled during the Warring States period (476-221 BCE), mentions at least
two “guiding and pulling” (daoyin &5I) techniques, which, like many yoga dsanas,
imitate animals: “bear-hangings” (xiongjing B848) and “bird-stretchings” (niaoshen &
FR).56 Hua Tuo’s H{E Five Animals’ Frolic (Wugin xi LB *), first noted in the third-
century text Sanguo zhi =[E i (Records of the Three Kingdoms), also brings to mind
certain yoga postures.s” Similarly, the Xing qi 175, (Cultivating Breath), a rhyming, forty-
five-character inscription dating back to the late fourth century BCE evidences just one
of many early breathing practices akin to pranayama.ss The “sleep exercises” (shuigong
BEIf) associated with Chen Tuan f&F% (d. 989), too, could be compared to yoganidra
(yogic sleep).5®

Historically, the Indian subcontinent has had a tremendous influence on China. The
impact of South and Central Asian Buddhists, who began their “conquest” of the Sinic
civilization during the Han dynasty (206 BCE-220 CE), was especially potent, including
in the area of medicine.®® A particular Tang dynasty (618-907 CE) text, the Shesheng
zuanlu EEZER (Comprehensive Record for Protecting Life) even speaks of something

55 Goossaert and Palmer (2011: 289).

56 Watson (1968: 168). There is also the instance of Hong Meng 858 “slapping his thighs and hopping
around like a sparrow” (fubi queyuefi88#8X). Ibid., 121. Thomas Michael suggests that the sparrow-
hopping is an example of daoyin and that Hong Meng’s thigh-slapping is “a kind of gi-massage that serves to
assist the flow of gi throughout the body” (Michael 2015: 147). Although Michael certainly seems convinced,
Hong Meng’s actions might just be those of a madman. The Zhuangzi contains many characters who appear
at once insightful and insane—saying and doing the nonsensical and often acting with total disregard for
social norms. When asked what he is doing, Hong Meng responds, “I am amusing myself,” not “I am
cultivating myself” (Watson 1968: 121).

57 The first texts to describe the Five Animals’ Frolic only appear in the Tang dynasty (618-907 CE). For a
history of the sequence’s development, see Kohn (2008: 163-69).

58 For a brief discussion of this inscription, see Harper (1998: 125-26).
59 For information on shuigong, see Kohn (2008: 184-89).

6 See, for example, Fan Ka-Wai’s discussion of certain Indian medicines, massages, and surgeries being
recognized or even adopted in China during the Sui (581-618 CE) and Tang (618-907 CE) dynasties



j%).61 Yet, despite this
influence, many of the practices introduced to China in the 1980s by Zhang and Butler

called “Brahmanic gymnastics” (poluomen daoyin fa %155

were, in fact, new, only having been devised in India during the late colonial period.s?
As Joseph S. Alter demonstrates, “a significant percentage of what counts for yoga
today” is absent from the hathayoga literature.®3 Postural practice in particular
underwent immense transformation. During the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, various novel poses and sequences emerged as “hybridized product[s]” via
the dialogical interactions which occurred between bodybuilding and harmonial
gymnastics from the West, on the one hand, and Hindu revitalization and reformation
movements, on the other.s4 It must be noted, however, that, broadly speaking, yoga was
changed through its encounter with modernity and imperialist powers in much the
same way as Chinese practices were, and this has, if anything, deepened their
resemblance even as it has produced new forms within their respective traditions.s5

Ontologically, of course, rationalized forms of yoga are not the same as those of gigong
or any other Chinese system for that matter. Although a particular posture or
movement may look identical whether performed by a yogi or a gigong master, the way
in which it is meant to be utilized, experienced, and understood is unlikely to be the
same. That said, it is entirely possible for an individual to conflate two or more
traditions. And confusing yoga with gigong in 1980s China certainly happened. In fact, at
times, it was encouraged.

While Zhang and Butler do draw attention to yoga’s universal nature, calling it, for
instance, “the whole world’s and all of humanity’s treasure,” they also emphasize yoga’s
“Easternness” and likeness to Chinese cultivation practices.’6 The subtitle of YQM

(Fan 2013: 77, 89, and 96). The transmission of Indian medicine was less successful at the theoretical level
(Unschuld 2010 [1985]: 141 and 150).

61 Despeux (1989: 231).

62 New for the vast majority of Chinese, that is. Indeed, forms of modern yoga were taught to small numbers
of people prior to Zhang’s mission. Indra Devi (1899-2002), a student of Krishnamacharya (1888-1989 CE),
for instance, taught her postural practice in Shanghai during the 1940s. See Goldberg (2015: 133-36).

63 Alter (2004: 23).
& Singleton (2010: 81).
65 Some of these parallel processes are explored in van der Veer (2014: 168-92).

o6 “PHFR 2 AZKMMFE.” Zhang and Bo 1986, 2. An almost identical statement is made in Huilan Yujia
(2020b: episode 1).



actually suggests that yoga is a type of gigong.6” Elsewhere in the book, Zhang and Butler
call gigong “Chinese yoga” (Zhongguo yujia FE 1), further conflating the two.s¢ In
using Chinese medical terms like jingluo £2%4& (meridian) to denote the channels (nadi)
of the yogic body and words like gi = (breath) to refer to prana (breath), they do much
the same.® Through translation, yoga acquires a distinct, local flavour.

Zhang and Butler call “the connection [between yoga and gigong] important, ancient,
and long lasting” and suggest that the “two systems...have many methods of practice
that are, in essence, not very different.”70 They argue that “there already exists many
Chinese-style yoga methods for improving and controlling prana” and that yoga and
gigong are alike in viewing problems with the body’s gi as a major source of illness.”
Yoga and Chinese traditions are also “almost identical” in the way they conceive of the
body’s subtle channels.”2 Given these similarities, one can do yoga and Chinese exercises
in tandem. Zhang and Butler even admit to “practising a little taijiquan” themselves.” In
fact, they call on their audience to “take Chinese gigong and Indian yoga and smelt them
together in a single furnace.””# Individuals “who already practise a form of Chinese
yoga...[should] not mistakenly think that, if they practise [Indian yoga], they must quit

67 Zhang’s pre-YQM essays published in the “Qigong in Foreign Countries” (Qigong zai guowai SIHTEEF})
section of Qigong Magazine (Qigong zazhi S IHZ% &) imply much the same. See, for instance, Zhang (1984). In
episodes of YEM, the term yujiagong IiITY (yoga gong) is also used frequently. Many Chinese called yoga
“foreign gigong” (waiguo qigong FNESIH) or “Indian gigong” (Yindu gigong ENESIf1), but Zhang and Butler
avoid these terms.

68 Zhang and Bo (1986: 7).

6 It is perhaps of interest to the reader that Zhang and Butler almost always choose to translate “corpse

pose” (Skt.: Savasana) as “method for resting supine” (yangwo fangsong gong {NENAA

doubt made in consideration of Chinese taboos surrounding death and dying. One is certainly reminded of

I#)). This choice was no

the proscription against lying like a corpse (qin bu shi BAF) found in the Analects (Lunyu i818).

1 “FRENX AR BEEMRA G EIRXM.” Zhang and Bo 1986, 2. “FMEIIAR[BIFERENEN]EITF
SHIPEELH B AR EHARE. bid,, 7.

BB MRANIESES 2 SHNPEMMINEFTE T.” 1bid.,, 8. The claim that yoga and gigong
possess similar medical understandings is made in Huilan Yujia (2020b: episode 1). In other instances, the
term “Eastern medicine” is used to envelop the two systems. Ibid., episode 13.

72, F52 2 %[E).” Zhang and Bo (1986: 391).
7T —mRARRE.” 1bid., 7.
7 “{ERESHFEIER ML E—IP.” bid.



their existing practice.””> “On the contrary, they can use their discretion to take
beneficial techniques [from yoga] and incorporate them into their routine.”?s In doing
so, “there is no contradiction [and] there will be no harm.””7 Since, in China, being
exclusive in one’s practice is literally a foreign concept which vexes only those
adherents of Abrahamic faiths, the notion of mixing yoga with gigong would, for most
Chinese, hardly have been controversial.7s

These observations are very different from what academics like Véronique Altglas have
encountered while investigating yoga’s spread to Western nations. In Europe and the
Americas, yoga has been exoticized, clandestinely made palatable, and adopted through
a kind of neoliberal bricolage.” Zhang and Butler, though, highlight similarities rather
than differences, and their audience’s selective embrace of yoga alongside other
practices was nothing new or exciting, neither modern nor rebellious; it was decidedly
typical, the way things had always been done.

But why not present yoga as exotic? Would doing so not have made it more attractive?
One reason for focusing on the similarities between gigong and yoga might have been to
make the latter more accessible. Another reason, though, is political. In the 1980s, there
was a spike in nationalist fervor. In the aftershock of Maoism’s great disappointment,
nationalism acted as a lifebuoy. And at the time, integral to the reimagination of the
PRC was gigong. Actively promoted by leading scientists and high-ranking government
officials, including members of the twelfth and thirteenth Politburo Standing
Committees (1982-1987 and 1987-1992), gigong was considered “a Chinese cultural
treasure,” even “the source of Chinese civilization.”s0 Many believed it would “trigger a

s “BR%S) T EMEARERMN. AZMUNA T GRS REMDEM SR A ONAELELEENE
FMRZR.” Ibid,, 8.

o “d8R, MTERTARABREIN BSAELRIBLEINE, HRESIBCHBRGERASTHE.” bid
T RBHLFEN, FRBHAELH. bid, 7.

78 Religious professionals aside, Chinese have long been noncommittal, moving freely among temples and
between gods and bodhisattvas in search of the power (ling ) necessary to grant them their wants and
needs. See Hansen 1990. Intellectual forms of eclecticism also have a long history. By the fourth century CE,
China already had its very own “Alan Watts” in the form of Ge Hong &3 (283-343). See Sivin (1978: 326).

79 Altglas (2014).

80 Palmer (2007: 82-84, 57, and 109).



new scientific revolution” and would “allow China to recover its place as a leader
among world nations.”81 “To attack gigong was to attack all of Chinese society.”s2

It is perhaps no wonder that Zhang and Butler dedicated YQM to “the people of the
great and magnificent Chinese nation.”s3 In any case, placing yoga in opposition to
gigong or demanding exclusivity were obviously not options. Doing so could very well
have turned Butler into an enemy and made Zhang a traitor to her own people.

It should also not escape our attention that being Indian or “Eastern” improved yoga’s
political standing in the country. From its conception, the Chinese Communist Party
(CCP) has seen itself as leading “the East” (or developing South) against “the West” (or
industrialized North) and, since coming to power in 1949, has ceaselessly employed this
bifurcation for purposes of stoking nationalism, defining “Chineseness,” and
disciplining its subjects.8 Fortunately for yoga, being “Eastern” also meant being on the
right side of this divide.

That said, Zhang and Butler’s brand, even while underscoring its connection to China, is
not entirely devoid of Western content—and in it are these elements, rather than
anything Indian, which might have appeared exotic to their Chinese audience. The
Western influence on yoga itself would have been undetectable to most. Yet Zhang’s
makeup, brightly coloured clothes, and flower leis—truly the antithesis of Mao-era
fashion—no doubt would have turned heads. She appeared, in many ways, the very
embodiment of China’s opening up and reform. Her television show, too, filmed out of
doors in Hawaii, provided her audience glimpses of beautiful American landscapes.
Cutscenes during monologues also offered snippets of Western homes, restaurants, and
offices. Implied, somewhat paradoxically, in Zhang and Butler’s work is the notion that
to be like the modern West one ought to practice yoga.

In addition to Zhang herself—her charisma; her soft, confident tone; her physical
beauty; and less-than-holy beginnings—it is perhaps her link to the West that would
have set her apart from the many qigong masters of her day. It certainly would have
done a lot more to make her conspicuous than a few novel mantras and mudras. Yet, as

81 Ibid., 105.
82 Ibid.,131.
8 “XMEKR, HEIWERNEAPEAR” (Zhang and Bo 1986: xiii).

84 Chen (1995: 5 and 39).



we will see in the following section, Zhang and Butler, despite all of this, employed an
overtly anti-Western rhetoric.

The idea that the developed world is plagued by hedonism is not limited to Social Ills of
the West and Talks on Western Society. It is present in all of Zhang and Butler’s work and
immediately reminds one of Swami Vivekananda’s (1863-1902) habit of materializing
“the West” and spiritualizing “the East.” Never once bringing up China’s own infamous
hedonist, Yang Zhu #5& (4th c. BCE), Zhang and Butler complain that too many
Westerners mistakenly identify with the body. Even worse, they believe freedom is a
state of surrendering to the senses. “Such people are no more than dogs” endlessly
chasing gratification.ss In taking aim at the West, however, Zhang and Butler are quick
to note that one should not cease consuming and contributing to China’s economic
growth. In no way do they force their audience to choose between Bernard Mandeville’s
“spacious hive” and “hollow tree.”3¢ “Economic development,” they declare, “is a

must.”87

Zhang’s morality talks on YEM draw attention to things like junk-food diets and sexual
promiscuity. She points to the diseases and economic issues these practices can bring,
and, in one episode, even suggests that HIV might spread wildly and destroy the
Western world.88 Perhaps, most appalling to Chinese ears, though, so tuned to the
discourses of filial piety (xiaoshun ZZ/liT), would have been the assertion that hedonism
causes individuals “to no longer have any interest in being sons and daughters who
lovingly care for their parents and grandparents.”s

Such rhetoric helps explain why the state was so tolerant of Zhang and Butler’s yoga-
spreading mission. Butler in particular—a white American wilfully denouncing his
homeland—was a propagandist’s dream. Until 1989, there was a faction within the CCP
which, to some extent, still romanticized the West. However, it was by far the weaker
camp. The fact that starry-eyed depictions of the developed world, such as River Elegy

85 XM ARTTR—FIE T (Zhang and Bo 1986: 581). Also see Huilan Yujia (2020b: episode 24).
86 Mandeville (1806 [1714]: 1 and 11).

a7 2R RKBEAZEUER.” Bo and Zhang (1983: 597).

88 Huilan Yujia (2020b: episode 24). For talk of junk food, see Ibid., episodes 9 and 27.

8 ‘LA RIOEF R BRERKEBRBREMEBT . 1bid,, episode 39.



(Heshang 3u1%%), reached the masses at all in the 1980s was “almost accidental.”9
Without a doubt, the majority of China’s leadership would have supported Zhang and
Butler’s efforts to defame the West. The fact that YEM indirectly received state
subsidies and aired for fifteen years on CCTV, the most strictly censored network in the
country and a well-known mouthpiece of the Communist Party, certainly implies as
much.91

Although it definitely wished to cast the West in a negative light, the Dengist regime did
recognize that the developed world had something of value—science, which China
desperately needed if it wished to achieve its Four Modernizations. Chen Xiaomei calls
Deng “a master in annexing the Occident.”#2 He snatched up “Western science and
technology for his economic reform while wholly rejecting Western political and legal
systems.”?3 Notably, Social Ills of the West opens with a song lyric echoing precisely this

sentiment:

take the best

leave the bad

choose only that which you need
like a honeybee extracting nectar9

Succulent hegemon as it was, no doubt many readers would have been quick to
construe “nectar” as science. Its status also makes it easy to see why Zhang and Butler
make use of scientific facts, terms, and figures to bolster yoga’s legitimacy. Their
written materials are peppered with references to leading biomedical journals and

9% Chen (1995: 43). River Elegy is a six-part documentary series that vilifies traditional Chinese culture and
glorifies the West. 1t first aired on CCTV in 1988 and played a role in bringing about the following year’s
protests. See Gunn (1991: 21-22).

o1 Lull (1991: 26). Hong et al. argue that CCTV serving in this capacity has remained unaltered since its
conception. See Hong, Lii, and Zou (2009: 47 and 52-53). I have encountered one case of Zhang critiquing
Chinese society. However, the issue raised was that of corruption, a topic relatively safe to discuss during
the 1980s so long as one’s finger did not point too high. Even in this instance, though, Zhang locates the
root of the problem in the infectious hedonism which her and Butler so commonly associate with the West.
See Huilan Yujia (2020b: episode 39).

92 Chen (1995: 43).
93 Tbid.

o “ERELRELE, AEHAEN. RIABREMEEN, MREBEEREE" (Bo and Zhang 1983: 9). Talks on Western
Society concludes with the same lyric. See Zhang (1985: 214). The lyric itself appears to come from a song
Butler performed during his 1980 tour of the PRC called “Take the Best, Leave the Bad” (Qu gi jinghua, qu gi
zaopo BRELAELE, EEFEM) (Huilan Yujia 2020a).



scientific institutions. They even cite famous figures like Albert Einstein (1879-1955) as
“gasping in amazement” when confronted with the wisdom of ancient yogic treatises.?
Yet, they also speak of yoga as a science in its own right.% Such an assertion certainly
brings to mind efforts within gigong circles to elevate the Chinese system to the level of
“super-science.”?” However, Zhang and Butler’s tactics should not be thought of as
mimetic of gigong. For decades, Indians and Westerners had sought to secularize and
scientize yoga in much the same way as Chinese had sought to secularize and scientize
their own health and healing traditions. Already in the nineteenth century,
Vivekananda was employing the language of science to justify yoga, and, in the early
1900s, individuals like Swami Kuvalayananda (1883-1966) were “systematically
‘confus[ing]’ prana and oxygen, nerves and nadis, organs and cakras.”®8 More
importantly, Prabhupada had proclaimed his tradition a science worthy of replacing its
Western counterpart.® Inheriting this discourse and “confusion” served the two yogis
well. It made them politically correct in the PRC, lent their practice an air of validity,
and allowed them to integrate seamlessly into the gigong scene.

But as “scientists,” were they not also Vaisnavaites? What of the religious dimensions of
their yoga?

Zhang and Butler are Vaisnavaites. They are religious, and so is their yoga.10 Such
statements will seem obvious to anyone who has had even a cursory glance at Butler’s
English-language publications from the period.11 Yet, in what appears to be nothing
less than an attempt to covertly spread Gaudiya Vaisnavism in the People’s Republic of
China, Zhang and Butler have greatly subdued in their Chinese works many elements
which might be readily associated with religion. This is especially the case with YEM but

9 “IFFHMY” (Zhang and Bo 1986: 1).

% Yoga is referred to as a science in both the very first episode of YEM and on the opening page of YQM.
97 Palmer (2007: 120).

% De Michelis (2004: 156); Alter (2004: 105-6).

9 For a discussion of the various ways Prabhupada and other ISKCON leaders employ the term “science,”
see Zeller (2010: 69-113).

100 Religion is, of course, a contested category. Zhang and Butler’s Vaisnavism, though, easily meets the
criteria of most definitions.

101 See, for instance, Butler (1982); Butler (1987 [1983]).



is true of their written materials as well. Scriptures such as the Bhagavatapurana and the
Bhagavadgita are praised, even quoted. But Krsna’s miraculous exploits in the former
and his transfiguration in the latter are notably absent. Often, too, the names of gods
and goddesses are presented esoterically. Let us take mantra meditation as an example
since it is the practice par excellence of Gaudiya Vaisnavaites and praised by Zhang and
Butler as “the most complete, popular, and tried and true yoga meditation
technique.”102 YQM recommends and discusses the following six mantras:

1. Omu NE84R

2. Omu Harui Omu MR48-05 3 18 45

3. Haliboer Nitai-Ge’er g B /R-FER-X /R

4, Madanna Mohanna 33 3F-E X B

5. Madanna-Mohanna Muwali Haruiboer ¥ 3355 X A AR EEF- I8 T /R

6. Gepala Gewenda Wama Madanna-Mohanna X 08H X SOA EISI548B- 87X
BR103

The second mantra consistently appears on Zhang’s television show. It begins and ends
with the first mantra, “Omu,” a somewhat awkward rendering of the Sanskrit “Om.” This,
however, is not the way in which Om is usually transliterated into Chinese. In the vast
majority of Buddhist texts, for instance, the character an I is used. It might be the case
that Zhang and Butler were simply trying to better capture the Sanskrit sound,
although it is equally possible that they were attempting to create distance from
Buddhism. After all, tying themselves to a recognized faith would have greatly
complicated their mission, even sabotaged it. To be a science was infinitely better than
being a religion.104 In addition, there appears to be sectarian reasons for their choice.
Early on in YQM, Zhang and Butler explicitly state that yoga is not Buddhism. Any
similarities, they claim, are the result of “Buddhists absorbing multiple forms of yogic
practice and incorporating them into their own systems.”105 As a result, “the majority

102 For Gaudiya Vaisnavaites, chanting the names of Krsna is believed to be the only effective method for
achieving liberation during the kaliyuga (the present and worst age in a cycle of four). “HiffI 28 ARP &5
2. &7, RAZNBEZEAI—F" (Zhang and Bo 1986: 6). Elsewhere, Zhang and Butler refer to it as
the “most advanced and easiest yoga mediation method” (FREZ&FE ZHEMERTIE). 1bid., 526.
Zhang even goes so far as to suggest it should be learned prior to taking up any other yoga practice (gongfa
INE) (zhang 1985-1988: 3, 6).

103 Tbid., 523-28. Notably lacking is the mahamantra so inextricably linked to the Hare Krsna movement and,
more generally, Gaudiya Vaisnavism. Perhaps, even in the PRC, it was simply too recognizable.

104 Ute Engelhardt notes that, prior to the 1990s, “it was considered wrong to point out the Daoist or
Buddhist precursors of certain exercises” within the gigong milieu (Engelhardt 2000: 84).

o5 “GEEGENHEVF S IMAMEIF T AR . RAFE SRR P X" (Zhang and Bo 1986: 9).



of Buddhist systems make use of yogic cultivation methods, but the majority of the
world’s yogis do not practice Buddhism.”10¢ Elsewhere, they attack the Buddhist ideal of
nirvana (jimielun FX18) and the doctrine of no-self (wuwo FE, Skt.: anatman).197 In still
other places, they belittle the practice of “returning to emptiness” (gui yu xuwu /3F &
7o), criticizing its proponents for not recognizing that “emptiness is, in fact, not empty
at all..but full of spiritual substance, spiritual form, spiritual love, and spiritual
motion.”108 Ultimate realization comes only when one experiences the state described
by Caitanya as “oneness and difference existing simultaneously” (yizhixing yu chabiexing

tongshi bingcun —E4 5 Z 5| RIS F77F, skt.: acintyabhedabheda).100

The second mantra listed above also contains the word “Harui” (Skt.: Hare), which is
commonly believed to denote either the god Visnu or else Krsna’s consort Radha.110 Yet,
Zhang and Butler do not make this connection. In fact, they provide no explanation for
the term whatsoever. The same word appears in the third mantra but as “Hali.” Here,
the authors suggest the word’s “hidden meaning” (hanyi & X) is simply “magnificence”
(zhuangmei 4135) or “attractiveness” (xiyin JR51).111 “Nitai” (Skt.: nitya) and “ge’er” (Skt.:
gaura) are technically correct being glossed as “eternal” (yongheng 7K18) and “golden in
colour” (jinse de E88Y).112 Only in a footnote, do they point to the fact that “Nitai-
Ge'er” is conventionally understood as pointing to Sri Nityananda Prabhu (b. 1474) and
Caitanya.’s Even here, though, Zhang and Butler fail to mention that Gaudiya
Vaisnavaites believe these two figures to be incarnations of Balarama and Radha-Krsna

respectively.

The fourth mantra, “Madanna Mohanna” (Skt.: Madanamohana), is a name for Krsna,
which means something like “confounder of Kama,” Kama being the god of sexual love.

106 R SHBHAVEREFBIEMELE A, B, HRLASERMMEIMFATER.” bid.
107 [bid., 547-48; Bo and Zhang (1983: 386-87).

108 Zhang and Bo (1986: 545). “[EF0’, HEX—RtWAZ R . AEFHBMLR. BHIAE. 1HEe
ZAEHERIAY” Tbid., 546.

109 My translation seeks to reflect the Chinese rather than the Sanskrit, which would be better rendered as
something like “inconceivable difference and non-difference.”

110 This variability results from Hare being both the vocative form of Hari and Hara. Gaudiya Vaisnavaites
tend to favour the latter interpretation.

111 Zhang and Bo (1986: 526).
112 [bid. A similar explanation can be found in Zhang (1985: 66).

113 Zhang and Bo (1986: 526).



Once again, Zhang and Butler are less than forthcoming. Similarly, in the fifth mantra,
“Muwali” (Skt.: Murari), a name for Visnu or Krsna meaning “slayer of Mura” is left
unexplained. Instead, the entire mantra is simply said to be “spiritual love, truth,
goodness, and beauty, as well as the aural representation of these four qualities which
the human heart finds attractive.”114

The final mantra, like the second through fifth, also includes names or epithets of
deities. “Gepala” (Skt.: Gopala) and “Gewenda” (Skt.: Govinda) both mean something
like “cowherd” and refer to Krsna. And “Wama”—normally written Luomo % EE—
denotes Rama. Once again, none of this is communicated to the reader.

It is worth noting that such reticence is absent from Butler’s English-language
publications, which explicitly make the connection between God and the
aforementioned terms.!15 This being the case, Zhang and Butler’s decision to subdue the
religious while missionizing in China appears to have been made in consideration of
local politics. It is perhaps not surprising then that, as masked as the meanings are in
YQM, when mantras appear on television—a far more politically sensitive medium—they
are even less decipherable. Although each and every episode begins and ends with
musical renditions of either the second or third mantra, the words are never explained.
The same is true when Zhang teaches mantra meditation. Doubly disguised by her
pronunciation and their transliteration into Chinese, during such lessons, even
someone with a background in Sanskrit might be left guessing at what the sounds
signify. Zhang and Butler’s willingness to be less than transparent in the PRC can be
explained by the fact that the two yogis understood these mantras to have inherent
power. “God’s Name has power whether you think it has power or not,” claims Butler.116
“It’s not just a mirror that’s reflecting the belief of the chanter...All you need to do is
chant It and the effect will be there.”117 At the same time, YEM viewers’ willingness not
to know the mantras’ meanings likely has something to do with the fact that reciting
the unintelligible as if a magic spell has long been commonplace across East Asia.118

weERZE. B, &, EMRXAERS| AOMRNIEEAZK.” bid, 528. See also Zhang (1985: 66).
115 See, for instance, Butler (1982: 24-25).

116 Tbid., 21.

17 Ibid.

18 See, for example, Paul Copp’s work on dharanis in the context of medieval Chinese Buddhism
(Copp 2014: 4).



Notwithstanding Zhang and Butler’s efforts to downplay the religious and position their
yoga as a science, it is probably still best to think of their brand as belonging to what
Yang Fenggang refers to as the “grey market” of religion in China. According to Yang,
the PRC’s religious landscape can be divided into red, grey, and black markets. The
former includes the legal activities of registered bodies and believers belonging to one
of the country’s five official religions: Buddhism, Daoism, Catholicism, Protestantism,
and Islam. This “open market is stained ‘red,...colored with the official Communist
ideology” and, significantly, does not include Hinduism.11® The black market refers to all
groups and activities explicitly banned in the country and the grey market to “all
religious and spiritual organizations, practitioners, and activities with ambiguous legal
status.”120 Yang places in this latter category “various forms of informal or implicit
religion and spirituality,” including schools of gigong and yoga, which “may insist that
their practices are culturally or scientifically based.”12! In the next and final section, I
offer an explanation for why Zhang and Butler’s yoga was able to stay grey even as the
gigong sector turned black.

Throughout the 1990s, gigong’s relationship with the Chinese state was strained at the
best of times. In many respects, the government had lost control of the movement.
Qigong was becoming unabashedly religious, and its leaders were increasingly seen as
dangerous. On April 25, 1999, after over ten thousand Falun Gong practitioners lined up
in protest at China’s political center in Beijing, Zhongnanhai FREE, the state’s
subsequent move to paint gigong black probably felt overdue.122

YEM stopped airing in 2000, no doubt as part of the ensuing crackdown. Yet, Zhang and
Butler managed to retain a presence in the country. After rebranding as Huilan Yoga
(Huilan Yujia =), Zhang released a series of DVD collections between the years
2006 and 2007 as well as a coffee-table book, The Gift of Yoga (Yujia de zengyu Hi{inaoNg
¥).123 In 2010, Zhang and Butler produced three music compilations, and, in 2012,

119 Yang (2006: 97).

120 Tbid.

121 Ibid., 97- 98.

122 For a discussion of this protest, see Penny (2012: 1-3).

123 The DVD collections are Huilan Yoga Simple and Easy Series (Huilan yujia jianyi xilie E=¥i{l{& 5 &
%l)), Huilan Yoga Intermediate Series (Huilan yujia zhongji xilie B=¥ifilF £k % 7)), and Huilan Yoga
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published Huilan Yoga (Huilan Yujia =

#{il) in three volumes.124 That same year, they
also released Meditation with Melodies for Physical and Spiritual Health (Mingxiang youyun
xingshen jian EIEIEEIAZ#HHE), an audiovisual resource for meditative practice.
Religious elements remain subdued in this new material—at times, to a greater extent
than before.125 Moreover, “gigong” and related terms like “gongfa IHiE” (method) hardly
ever appear.126 Measures such as these have allowed Zhang and Butler’s yoga to remain

grey.

And flourish. The suppression of gigong created a vacuum in China that, in recent years,
yoga has been quick to fill, leading to a second, vastly larger wave of popularization
than occurred in the 80s and 90s. Zhang and Butler’s ability to disassociate themselves
from gigong in this later period has been to their advantage. Indeed, today, the “mother
of yoga” is a celebrated icon and source of national pride.l?” Her content is widely
available across the country, especially online where practitioners can hear from Zhang
directly via WeChat (Weixin {#{5) or Weibo f#{# and can make use of platforms like
Youku /B, iQiyi (Aiqiyi & Z2), and CCTV to stream her music and videos.

Zhang and Butler’s yoga was a success in the PRC during the 1980s and 90s
precisely because it offered a unique path to health and morality while
remaining politically savvy. As medical care became less affordable and the
country shifted away from Maoism, it provided a cost-effective treatment and
supplied a counterpoint to society’s increasing materialism and corruption.

International TV Series (Huilan yujia guoji dianshi xilie E=¥iIIEFREERZF!). A sequel to Huilan Yoga
Simple and Easy Series was also released in 2014.

124 The music compilations are Sound Meditation Classics Collection (Yuyin mingxiang jingdian heji 1B 21842

15 EE), Huilan Yoga Handpicked Music Collection One (Huilan yujia yinyue jingxuan diancang [yi] E=IME &
FEIE BT, [—]) and Huilan Yoga Handpicked Music Collection Two (Huilan yujia yinyue jingxuan diancang [er] B
ZHINE RAEIRERE ().

125 In Huilan Yoga, for instance, all references to Zhang and Butler’s spiritual lineage are scrubbed, their
Sanskrit names are missing, and the Bhagavadgita, so often quoted in YQM, is never once mentioned.

126 The suffix “gong If)” is consistently replaced with safer alternatives like “shu 7R” (technique) and “shi
" (pose) as well.

127 Zhang was especially a source of national pride in 2016 when she became the second Chinese national in
history to win India’s prestigious Padma Award. See Times of India (2016) and Zhongguo tiyu bao FE{RE
1R (2016).



Politically, Zhang and Butler were accepted because they subdued the religious
dimensions of their practice while holding themselves as champions of science
and critics of the West. They also emphasized yoga’s “Eastern” roots and made
efforts to present it as similar to and compatible with gigong and Chinese
medicine. Yet, when the government’s crackdown on psychophysical- and
biospiritual-cultivation practices ensued at the turn of the century, their ability
to separate their brand from gigong and keep veiled its religious nature did much
to ensure its survival. As a result, while many forms of gigong have, today, long
since vanished from the PRC, Zhang and Butler’s posture-heavy Gaudiya
Vaisnavism continues to stretch and sing.
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Abstract

This article was inspired by a reading of Nagesa Bhatta’s commentary,
Patafijalayogasiitravrtti (PYV), on Patafjalayogasastra 1.18. In explaining
contentless absorption (asamprajiiatasamadhi), Nagesa Bhatta depicts the yoga
practitioner as being “like a cadaver” (mrtavat). The article investigates the use of
metaphors of death in the Patafijalayoga commentarial literature and aims to
make sense of them in the context of asamprajiiatasamadhi. This literature
indicates that the yoga practitioner becomes deeply absorbed in
contentless samadhi through the practice of cessation (nirodha), namely the
progressive shutting down of psycho-physical drives, up to the point of their
total annihilation. Thus, one might say that the practitioner attains a quasi-
death-like condition. Once the practitioner has reached this advanced phase of
absorption, metaphors of death are used to depict his condition. This raises the
question of how these metaphors relate to the practice of yoga. I argue that these
expressions were intended to convey the stillness of the yoga practitioner's mind
and body, once he or she has reached asamprajiiatasamadhi, which makes the yoga
adept fit either for liberation-in-life (jivanmukti) or at the time of death
(videhamukti).
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Nowadays, at least among modern, global urbanites, yoga is mainly associated with
ideas and practices that enhance mindfulness and healthy bodies and lifestyles.
However, early traditions of South Asian yoga were connected with an ascetic lifestyle
and world-view that is very different from modern concerns. The historical goal of yoga
was not particularly to have a mindful and healthy life, but rather to attain ultimate
liberation (moksa) from the ongoing cycle of samsara. Therefore, in several yoga texts
(Gerety 2021; Jonker 2021; Sanderson 2004; Vasudeva 2004) one can find instructions on
practices enabling an advanced yoga practitioner to voluntarily abandon his life and to
never return. Seen from this perspective, in some early yoga traditions yoga was not
primarily about the art of living but especially about the art of abandoning the mind
and body, if not the art of dying.

Although there have been many detailed commentaries published on the
Patafijalayogasastra,! many commentators do not provide specific textual references to
the associations between death and samadhi found in this corpus and its commentaries.
Grinshpon (2002), for example, associates Patafijalayoga with a context of emptiness
and the cessation of psycho-physical activities. While usefully exploring this and other
important aspects of the Patafijalayogasastra,? Grinshpon’s work, in his Silence Unheard:
Deathly Otherness in Patafijala-Yoga, focuses mainly on the PYS and he fails to detail
textual occurrences of terms in the commentarial literature such as mrta and mrtakavat,
which refer specifically to death. These terms are explored in this article. From the

1 Regarding terminological references in this article, YS/YB/PYS refers to specific textual portions of the
so-called Patafijalayogasastra: YS=Yogasiitras; YB=Yogabhdsya;, PYS=Patafijalayogasastra. Therefore, when
mentioning a sitra, it will be referred to as YS; when the bhdsya, as YB; and when both siitras and bhasya, as
PYS. According to Maas (2020a: 5) Patafijali’s work can be dated to around 400 CE. In line with
Maas (2013: 58; 2006: xv, xx) and Bronkhorst (1991: 212; 1985: 194, 203), in this article the text of PYS as
taken as a single and unified whole work edited by a single person, probably named Patafjali, who arranged
the sitras (some of which could be older, while others are his own compositions) and provided them with
an explanation (Maas 2013: 64). As for other assessments of PYS authorship, see Maas (2013: 64-5).
Moreover, in this article, the terms Patafijalayoga, Patafijalayogadarsana, yogadarsana, yogasastra of Patanjali,
or simply yogasastra, all refer to the yoga of Patafijali as a theoretical and prescriptive system of philosophy.
The denominations are not to be confused with Patafijalayogasastra, the title of the root text comprising
both the siitras and the bhasya.

2 Grinshpon (2002: 6) summarises his understanding of the Yogasiitra in terms of three main motifs: a) “Yoga
is essential otherness,” which implies “[T]he creation of a yogic universe based on difficult and prolonged
observances and practices culminating in actual sensory renunciation”; b) “The otherness of Yoga is
expressed in terms of paranormal experiences (siddhi)”; and c) “The scholarly tradition underestimates the
significance of yogic otherness. Even the classical scholars (Vyasa, Vacaspatimisra, Vijianabhiksu, King



analysis of the expression mrtakavat occurring in Vijiianabhiksu’s Yogavarttika, and
mrtavat in Nage$a Bhatta’s Patafijalayogasitravrtti, I aim to further contribute to the
understanding of the imagery of death connected to yoga, making references not only
to the cultural background of the Patafijalayogadarsana, but also to Abhidharma
Buddhism, the Pasupatas, and Hathayoga generally.3

In this article, I suggest that there is an implicit awareness among Patanjalayoga
adherents that a death-like state constitutes the advanced practice of this tradition of
yoga, which entails the stillness (niscalatva) of asamprajfiatasamadhi, wherein, in the
afterlife of yogic absorption, the Self (purusa) is freed from the empirical self (prakrti/
citta). In asamprajfiatasamadhi, once psycho-physical functions are put to rest, the yoga
practitioner’s mind and body have no more tasks to accomplish. His body resembles
that of a cadaver (mrtavat/mrtakavat). Finally, the Self can abide in its own nature (YS L
3: tada drastuh svartpe 'vasthanam). This essentially entails a different, yogic conception
of life and death. The aim is to free the true Self (purusa) from being wrongly entangled
in its empirical and illusory counterpart (prakrti), namely the phenomenal self. Thus,

Bhoja) exemplify this gap between the commentator and yogic silence.” For reviews of Grinshpon (2002),
see Carpenter (2003: 218-20) and Williamson (2004: 226-27).

3 This article deals mainly with the Sanskrit literature on the yogadarsana of Patafijali. However, it should be
noted that metaphors of death occur abundantly in both early and later texts on hathayoga: see, for
example, HP 1V.107, and the use of mrtavat in the Amanaska (11th-12th cent. CE), Yogabija (14th cent. CE), and
Nadabindiipanisad (first half of the 18th cent. CE); savavat (like a dead body) in the Dattatreyayogasastra (12th-
13th cent. CE), Gherandasambhita (18th cent. CE), and Yogacintamani (16th cent. CE) (text chronology is based on
Birch 2018: 6-10). The use of other metaphors could be included, such as: mrtyu (death), marana (the act of
dying), mryate (he dies), kasthavat (like a log of wood), and stambhavat (like a pillar). T am grateful to Jason
Birch for pointing out references in these hathayoga sources. On the relation between yoga and death in the
early Saiva tradition of the Pa$upatas, see Jonker (2021).

4 The polarity of purusa/prakrti, a fundamental principle of Sankya philosophy, in which Patafijalayoga is
entwined, represents an ontological dualism, which structures the world. For a philosophical and
descriptive account of Patafijalayoga dualism, see Larson and Bhattacharya (2008: 72-73; 85-91) and Larson
(2013: 183-221). Larson defines this particular form of dualism as “eccentric dualism.” On the dualism in
yoga, see also Jakubczak (2008) and Schweizer (1993). Although different forms of dualism characterise the
history of South Asian philosophy, these studies focus on how the PYS accepts a specific, non-Cartesian
kind of dualism, according to which not only physical but also mental phenomena are regarded as having a
material constitution. The term citta (mind) as well as the nominal compound cittavrtti (mental states/
events/functions), include a wide variety of events ranging from mental to material ones. In this sense,
both mind and brain fall under the same category, providing an alternative to Cartesian dualism, which
represents a well-known paradigm within the history of European philosophy. Physical and intellectual
phenomena are described and inscribed in the paradigm of prakrti, while purusa (the Self) is essentially
distinct, having nothing in the way of content that is a feature of the world or of one's bodily or mental
constitution.



the yogic path is a way to prepare oneself for the final release from the body.
Considering this context, I argue that through the metaphor of death (mrtavat/
mrtakavat), the Patanjalayoga commentators, Vijfianabhiksu and Nage$a Bhatta, are
ultimately concerned with evoking a scenario of the psycho-physical stillness of
asamprajiatasamadhi. On a different level of textual interpretation, these metaphors
convey a reference to the “yogic death,” which refers to an advanced yogi deciding to

abandon his own life by deliberately inducing death by means of yoga techniques at the
end of his life.

In the following section of this article, two passages are examined: one is from an
influential commentary on the PYS, namely Vijfianabhiksu’s Yogavarttika (YV), and the
other is from Nages$a Bhatta’s Patafijalayogasitravrtti (PYV). Vijfianabhiksu dates from
between around 1450 and 1550 CE, while Nages$a Bhatta lived between around 1670 to
1750 CE. Commenting on YBh/YS 1.18, both Vijianabhiksu and Nagesa Bhatta describe
the yoga practitioner as being deeply absorbed in asamprajfiatasamadhi and “remaining
like a cadaver.” The expressions used are mrtavat in the PYV, and mrtakavat in the YV.
These passages comment on the textual portion of YBh/YS 1.18 where
asamprajiiatasamadhi is defined. To my current knowledge, the specific terms mrtavat/
mrtakavat do not occur in the PYS nor within its other commentaries besides the YV
and the PYV. In order to make sense of these expressions, there will be consideration of
other texts connected with the practice of yoga where the exact or similar expressions
occur.

Discussing the effects and outcomes of the advanced phase of yogic practice is not at all
easy. Rather, it is a highly complex matter due to the verbal idiosyncrasy involved in
describing the ineffable experiences ensuing from the achievement of extraordinary
mental states.5 The advanced phase of yogic practices, namely the contentless
meditative absorption or asamprajiiatasamadhi, is achieved by progressively regulating
mental and bodily functions, involving a series of psycho-physical inhibitions. In the
Patafijalayoga textual corpus, the description of this process conveys the sense of the
absence and cessation of mental and physical states. Such experiences, being of a

5 See Matilal (2002: 3-37) for a comprehensive treatment of mysticism and ineffability in South Asian
culture, philosophy, and religion. On the theme of mysticism and its relation to language and logic, see also
Russell (1970), in relation to ancient Greece thinkers and modern European philosophers, and Staal (1975;
1979) for Asian and South Asian cultures. Staal explains how so-called mystical experiences go beyond
language, and that to recount them in ordinary language faces difficulties in adequately describing them.
He presents a parallel with the artificial languages of physics, music, ritual, linguistics and logic. All these
disciplines are in need of expressive vehicles capable of communicating their relative objects of study or
scientific facts and relationships, which go beyond ordinary language. In all these cases, ordinary language



mystical sort, are achieved through a set of beliefs and practices which lead the
practitioner beyond his body and mind, through absorption into the purusa; they are
hard to communicate and to prove empirically. In this regard, the actual performance of
the above-mentioned cessative activity, termed as nirodha, is fundamental to yoga
practice, particularly in the context of the PYS. The practice of nirodha consists of the
progressive achievement of increasingly refined and subtle states of consciousness,
where the mind and body of practitioners are reduced to their minimal functions. Once
these are completely absent, the practitioner, being deeply absorbed into
asamprajiiatasamadhi, appears, to someone observing him, as if he were dead; he
resembles a cadaver.

The PYS explains that it is important to detach oneself from worldly affairs in order to
achieve contentless absorption. YS 1I.15 states: parinamatapasamskaraduhkhair
gunavrttivirodhdc ca duhkham eva sarvam vivekinah.¢ Patafijali claims that for the yogin
whose mind discriminates, everything is sorrow, due to the conflict of the gunas, and
the sorrow caused by the mental impressions, austerities and the transformations of
the prakrti. This “dark” scenario is also connected to the cessative practice (nirodha) of
the progressive absorption of any mind-state, and the relative conceptualisation in
terms of vivekakhyati, namely, the “knowledge of the difference,” which refers to the
ontological difference between the Self and prakrti in meditative concentration.”

Vijfianabhiksu uses an evocative image, namely unmilaka (YV\PYS 1.18, cfr
YV 1932: 56, 29), to describe the annihilation of mental impressions (samskara).
Unmiilaka denotes the "pulling up by the roots" of mental impressions, which comprise
the apparent objectiveness of prakrti. The act of renouncing the apparent world
of prakrti provokes internal resistance. This is because the means for
uprooting prakrti are contained within prakrti itself: among the impressions
of prakrti, which need to be uprooted and eradicated, there is also, paradoxically, the
sense of there being a “person” who is doing the uprooting and eradicating, the
impressions of which also need to be eradicated.

can create only shorthand descriptions and approximations. Even though those engaged in mystic
experiences may depict experiences in ordinary language, they refer to non-ordinary states of mind that
are beyond language. According to Staal (1979: 20; 1996: 279-93, 433-41), mystical experiences precede the
origin of language in the course of biological evolution, similarly to both music and ritual.

6 Cf. YSI1.15 (YS 1919: 74, 4-5): “Because of the sorrows due to the [continuous] transformation of matter, as
well as anguish and latent impressions [in the mind], and [also] because of the conflicting movements of
the gunas, everything is just sorrow for one who discriminates.”

7 Cf. YBh/YS 11.26 (YBh 1919: 97, 1): sattvapurusanyatapratyayo vivekakhyatih.



Prakrti can be broadly understood as referring to existence in the world. The
practitioner immersed within prakrti needs to completely detach himself from prakrti by
inhibiting his psycho-physical states, to let him abide in the purusa. In the PYS this
process is also described as pratiprasava,® a process in which the yoga practitioner,
voiding the mind of its contents and functions, allows all phenomena to become
reabsorbed (pratiprasava) in prakrti. Only in this way does the aspirant yogin reach the
ultimate destination of “isolated perception” (drseh kaivalyam), as stated in YS 11.25.2

PYS I1.3 defines one of the klesas (sorrows/afflictions) affecting the yoga practitioner.
It concerns the idea of “clinging to life” (abhinivesa), or the desire to be alive.l1
Abhinivesa also manifests as “anxiety at death” (maranatrasa), and the “pain connected
with death” (maranaduhkha), which is caused by the experiences of death in past lives.12
Considering that the yogin deeply absorbed in asamprajiiatasamadhi has put to rest all of
his mental and physical functions, he has also mastered the fear and anxiety connected
with death.

8 The concept pratiprasava refers to the flowing back of the externalized and physical gunas into unmanifest
prakrti, cf. YS V.34 (YS 1919: 207, 2-3): purusdrthasanyanam gunanam pratiprasavah kaivalyam svarapapratistha
va citisaktir iti: “The process of returning to the original state [of prakrti] and its constituents (gunas), once
void [of acting] for the Self’s purpose, is referred to as the contentless of seeing (kaivalyam), or else as the
abiding of the consciousness in its own essence.” The standard English translation for the neuter term
kaivalya is “isolation.” Here, I understand it as taddrseh kaivalyam on the basis of YS 11.25). Henceforth, the
rationale behind kaivalyam’s semantic shift from “isolation” to “contentlessness of that seeing” detached
from the gunas, is that the Self is isolated, and rests in itself because it sees no object. On pratiprasava, see
also YBh/YS 11.2, 10, 27; I11.50.

o Cf. YS 11.25 (YS 1919: 96, 5-6): tadabhavat samyogabhavo hanam taddrseh kaivalyam: “Because of the absence
of [wrongly directed knowledge], the correlation [between purusa and prakrti] is [also] absent. [This is] the
removal [of what is] the contentlessness of that seeing of the seer (purusa).”

10 The klesas are five in number (ignorance, ego/one's self, excitement/passion, aversion, will to live), listed
in YS IL.3: avidydsmitaragadvesabhinivesah klesa; see also YBh/YS 1.8), and singularly defined in PYS 11.5-9.

11 Cf, PYS 1.9 (YS 1919: 65, 6): svarasavahi viduso ‘pi tatha riidho "bhinivesah: “The will to live is sustained by a
natural instinct and is strong even in the wise.” Cf. also YBh/YS I1.9 (YBh 1919: 65, 7): sarvasya pranina iyam
atmasir nitya bhavati ma na bhiivam bhityasam iti: “Every living being has the desire for eternal life, stated as:

IR

‘May I not cease to live! May I live’.

12 cf. YBh/YS 1.9 (YBh 1919: 65, 8): sa cdyam abhinivesah klesah svarasavahi krmer api jatamatrasya
pratyaksanumandgamair asambhavito maranatrasa ucchedadrstyatmakah pirvajanmanubhiitam maranaduhkham
anumapayati: “Moreover, the affliction termed abhinivesa is a natural instinct. It is even in a new-born worm.
The anxiety about death, which is essentially regarded as extinction [of life], is not experienced through
perception, inference or verbal testimony. It enables one to infer that the pain of death has been

experienced in a previous life.”



The concepts of jivanmukti and videhamukti provide insight into the destiny of the
advanced yoga practitioner, who has attained the final goal of samadhi. Although the
PYS does not contain either of these two terms, later commentators nevertheless make
use of them. Patafijali says virtually nothing about the condition of the yogin after the
experience of samadhi, though the terms jivanmukti and videhamukti convey ideas later
conceived within the context of South Asian asceticism to describe what the condition
could be. Jivanmukti refers to the practitioner who obtains liberation while still alive,
notwithstanding the residue of karma yet to be burnt, which binds the subject to the
world; videhamukti refers to the practitioner who, close to the time of death, finally and
voluntarily abandons the body by means of the practice of yoga.

In his Yogavarttika (YV) on PYS 1.18 (virdamapratyayabhyasapiirvah samskaraseso 'nyah),
Vijiianabhiksu employs a peculiar expression: mrtakavat. This is used to describe the
condition of the practitioner’s mind (citta), which, when dissolved in
asamprajiiatasamadhi, only consists of left-over mental impressions (samskarasesa),'3 due
to the steady practice of nirodha, paravairagya “superior form of detachment,” and
viramapratyaya “cessation-experience.” Vijianabhiksu uses this metaphor to describe
the condition in which the mind and the body of a yoga practitioner become merged.
He says that this state of asamprajfiatasamadhi, which in the YS is called the
“other” (anya), can be equated with death, that it is death-like (YV/PYS 1.18: mrtakavat).
Here, the practitioner’s mind seems as if it were dead because there are no more tasks
to accomplish, and no more psycho-physical functions (cittavrttis) giving shape to it.14
Using the term mrtakavat, Vijfianabhiksu comments in the YV on PYS 1.18:

13 As noted by Maas (2020b: 977, fn. 57), Patafijali conceives the term samskara (mental impression) as a
quasi-synonym with vdsand, and vice versa, even if this translation neither conveys the etymology of the
term, nor the distinctly Buddhist Yogacara connotations. This is indicated in YBh/YS 11.13 (ye samskardah
smrtihetavas td vasands tas canadikalinah) and similar passages. It is interesting to note that the PYS mentions
two varieties of samskaras, as stated in YS II1.9: a) vyutthanasamskdra, namely the mental impressions of the
emergent-state of consciousness; and b) nirodhasamskara, the mental impressions of the restricted state of
consciousness. Moreover, YS 1.50 makes reference to a further samskara whose function consists of
restricting the nirodhasamskara itself. That the samskaras are related to past activities can be read in YS IIL.
18. Here they are the causes—in the form of subliminal traces (vasands)—of memory and afflictions, and
also the causes of the fruition (vipaka) of right or wrong actions (dvaye khalv ami samskarah smrtiklesahetavo

14 Cf, YV/PYS 1.18 (YV 1935: 55, 34): cittam...vrttisariipyakaryakaranad mrtakavad bhavati iti.



krtavairagyabhyasam cittam niralambanam nirvisayam abhavapraptim iva
vrttirapakaryakaranad mrtakavad bhavati ity, eso ‘vasthaviSesa ityader ayam
arthah nirbija iti. samskaradvara janmabijam jiianakarma tacchiinyavasthety
arthah. samskarakhyasamsarabijonmiilaka iti varthah.1s

The mind resulting from the practice of [higher] detachment loses its
meditative support, content, [and] appears as if non-existent, just as if
cadaverous, because of the absence of action [giving rise] to effects in the
form of mental activity. [In the passage of the Yogabhdsya] beginning with
iti, it is said that this is a peculiar condition. This is called the seedless
samadhi (nirbija). By means of the mental impressions (samskaras),
knowledge and action, the seed of life, [arise]. The meaning of [seedless
samadhi] is a state void of those. Alternatively, it can also mean the
uprooting of the seed of samsara known as subliminal drives.

The expression mrtakavat used here is somewhat curious. It appears to imply both
bodily stillness and austerity. In the entire textual corpus of the Yogasastra of Patafijali
there are no occurrences of qualifications implying the semiotic space of death used to
refer to asamprajatasamadhi. Within such a semiotic space, what sort of information and
imaginary is realised? I argue that the image of death in the YV and PYV conveys the
stillness of asamprajfiatasamadhi where the psycho-physical inhibition achieved through
nirodha is implied. This stillness is expressed by Vijiianabhiksu’s formula
vrttiripakaryakaranad, which refers to the absence of that which causes effects, such as
psycho-physical activities (cittavrtti). Neither the PYS, nor other commentaries on it,
besides the YV, describe the practitioner absorbed in deep samadhi as if cadaverous or
dead. There is only one other instance in the Yogasastra that imitates Vijianabhiksu’s
use of the term, which is chronologically posterior to him. This use of the term is
represented in a late commentary on the PYS entitled Patafijalayogasiitravrtti (PYV) by
Nagesa Bhatta. He was a prolific author, active between the middle of the 17th and the
18th centuries CE, well known for his remarkable works on vyakarana.

To Nagesa Bhatta are attributed two commentaries on the PYS, namely the PYV and an
abridged form of it (Laghuvrtti). Nage$a Bhatta followed the example of his yogic
predecessor Vijiianabhiksu, who wrote the YV and a condensed form of it, entitled
Yogasarasamgraha.'e Nagesa Bhatta, about two centuries after the time of Vijianabhiksu,

15 Cf, YV/PYS 1.18 (YV 1935: 56, 27-29).

16 See Jha (1894) and the reviewed edition by Kumar (1995).



closely follows the wording and the ideas contained in the YV.17 The PYV is an example
of where the author reuses the wording of another text, in this case from the YV.18

Yogasiitra - krtavairagyabhyasam- - evamhi

cittam niralambanam krtavairagyabhyasam-
viramapratyayabhydsa- nirvisayam abhavapraptim cittam nirvisayam
piirvah samskaraseso iva vrttirapakaryakaranad vrttirapakaryakaranad
’nyah mrtakavad bhavati ity. abhavapraptam iva

mrtavad bhavati.
Yogabhasya - eso 'vasthaviSesa ityader

ayam arthah.
tadabhyasapiirvakam hi
cittam niralambanam - nirbija iti samskaradvara - ata eso samprajiiato
abhd.vaprdptam va Jjanmabijam jiianakarma Jjanmabijakarmasinya-
bhavati ity esa nirbijah tacchiinyavastha ity vastha ity ucyate.
samadhir arthah.
asamprajiiatah.

- samskarakhyasamsara-

bijonmiilaka iti varthah.

Turning now to Nage$a Bhatta’s PYV commentary on PYS 1.18, the resemblance with
Vijiianabhiksu’s wording is striking. Nagesa Bhatta, however, uses the form mrtavat
instead of Vijiianabhiksu’s mrtakavat to depict the advanced yoga practitioner in

asamprajiiatasamadhi:

17 Currently, there are no specific or systematic studies comparing the works of both these authors, who
comment on Patafijalayoga. In my PhD thesis, I collected and reported on comparisons between the wording
of both texts, but the study was limited to the first pada of the PYS. Moreover, studies analysing
Vijfianabhiksu’s relevant contribution to Patafijalayoga and his theistic reading of it are lacking. In his YV,
Vijfianabhiksu established a new interpretation of the PYS in terms of bhedabhedavada,
bimbapratibimbavada, or anyonyapratibimba. The new bhedabheda reading of the PYS is hardly
comprehensible if the most important works of Vijianabhiksu (Vijianamrtabhasya, Sankhyapravacanabhasya,
and YV) are not taken as a whole. Nicholson (2010: 41-65; 108-118), Rukmani (2007: 13-17), and White
(2014: 44-48, 52) have shed some preliminary, but not systematic, light on this Vedantic trend in the
Patarijalayogadarsana.

18 The “reuse” and “adaptive reuse” of philosophical material is a widespread practice in South Asian
literature. See Freschi and Maas (2017).



evam hi krtavairagyabhyasam cittam nirvisayam vrttiripakaryakaranad
abhavapraptam iva mrtavad bhavati. ata eso’samprajiiato janmabijakarma-
Sunyavastha ity ucyate.1®

Consequently, the mind resulting from the practice of [higher]
detachment becomes void of content, it seems non-existent, as if it was in
a dead-like state because of the absence of action [giving rise] to effects in
the form of psycho-physical activities. Therefore, this is said to be the
contentless [samadhi], which is a condition void of activity causing birth
in the world.

In a comparative analysis, very few changes in word order and lexicon can be detected
between Nagesa Bhatta’s PYV and Vijfianabhiksu’s YV, though Nagesa is generally more
concise than Vijiianabhiksu.20

The comparative chart sketched above outlines how there are no relevant differences in
the main readings of PYS 1.18 by Vijiianabhiksu and Nage$a Bhatta. The chart illustrates
how formal similarities or differences, and textual material coming from the YV, have
been reused by Nage$a Bhatta. Expressions in bold indicate similarity in form. The
expressions mrtakavat/mrtavat are underlined to mark their relevant place within this
analysis. Although a few, slight differences, which do not affect the overall construal of
PYS 1.18, come to light when comparing both YV and PYV, the hermeneutic effort of
both authors nevertheless coincides with the explanation of the concept of
asamprajiiatasamadhi. Already in the commentarial portion of PYS 1.18,
asamprajiiatasamadhi is explained through a metaphor referring to citta, namely
abhavapraptam iva, pointing to a mind-state void of any object/support in absorption
(nirvastuka/niralambana), in which mental activities are absent. While explaining the
expression abhdvaprdptam iva, Vijiianabhiksu states that it amounts to a distinct
condition (avasthavisesa). This qualifying statement does not occur in Nage$a’s text. This
expression refers to the term tadabhydsa. It is a reference to the practice of a superior
form of detachment (paravairdgya), which is the cause that leads the practitioner to

19 Cf. PYV/PYS 1.18 (PYV 1917: 235, 11-12).

20 Nage$a Bhatta’s style of composition is specifically praised in the ambit of his works on vyakarana, and
the way he makes explicit and solves the intricacies of the grammarians Panini and Patafijali. Nagesa’s
principal literary activity concerns vydakarana and, in particular, explanations of Panini’s Astadhyayi and
Patafijali’s Mahabhasya. As stated by Thieme (1971: 47), Nages$a can be considered as the great reformer of
Panini interpretation, liberating the explanation of the Astadhyayi from a great many artificial,
interpretative tricks and, at the same time, opening up a more thorough and precise understanding of
Patanjali.



abandon even the support/object on which meditative absorption was previously
rooted in, namely samprajiiatasamadhi. The term niralamba refers to the mind (citta)
resting in asamprajfiatasamadhi, which is characterized as being void of any object, or
support for meditative absorption. Grouping together the various qualifiers referring to
asamprajiiatasamadhi witnessed in the PYS, YV and PYV, the use of negations is striking,
as for instance in the use of the terms nirvastuka, niralambana, nirvisaya and
abhavapraptam. The same type of semantics qualifying asamprajiiatasamadhi applies to
another term occurring in PYS 1.18, namely viramapratyaya.2!

The series of negations qualifying asamprajfiatasamadhi continues with the expression
nirbija, that is “seedless absorption.” This term primarily refers to the concentration
that contains no seed, which is a form of samadhi devoid of any generative seed of klesa

“

and the resulting karma.?2 The condition qualified as “without seed” is what makes
asamprajfiatasamadhi a distinct state, as indicated by Vijfianabhiksu, because the only
samskaras left have no potential to create in the yoga practitioner any desire for action

or knowledge capable of creating karmic bonds in the world, or samsara. Knowledge and

21 As pointed out by Maas (2009: 275), the author reads the compound viramapratyaya, as a descriptive
(karmadhdraya) compound, underlying a relation of apposition between the two terms, cf. YVi/PYS 1.18
(1999: 225, 11): viramanam viramah / viramas ca asau pratyayas ca viramapratyayah. In this sense, the
compound does not denote an experience having inhibition as its content, as it would have been in the case
of a bahtivrhi compound, but rather an experience being described as inhibition or cessation. Therefore, the
compound should also not be translated as the “experience of inhibition” as in the case of a tatpurusa
compound, rather, as “inhibition-experience.” The same formula of analysis of the compound
viramapratyaya as a karmadhdraya, is also followed by Bhoja in his R@jamdrtanda (RM), cf. RM/PYS 1.18 (RM
1919: 6, 28): viramas ca asau pratyayas ca iti viramapratyayah. Furthermore, Bhoja continues, the practice of
cessation is an interrupted modality of exclusion, or negation of any sort of mental content. Interestingly,
Bhoja also claims that this cessative practice expresses the form “not this, not this,” quoting a famous
mahdvakya from the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad, cf. RM/PYS 1.18 (RM 1919: 7, 1-2): tatra ya kacidvrttir ullasati
tasya neti netiti nairantaryena paryudasanam viramapratyayabhyasah. The expression neti neti also occurs in
Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 11.3, 6; 1119, 26; 1V.2, 4, IV.23 (see Olivelle 1998: 66): athata adeso neti neti. Interestingly,
Bhoja here refers to the paryudasapratisedha type of negation, namely the implicative negation. According
to Indian grammarians, the negative particle (nafi) can have two meanings, prasajyapratisedha and
paryudasapratisedha. The latter is generally found when the negative particle is compounded with a noun
(abrahmanam anaya), whereas the former is generally found when it is used independently with a verbal
form (e.g., anrtam na vaktavyam). Prasajyapratisedha is described as a case where the negative sense
predominates (“in any case, one should not say an untruth”), whereas in paryudasapratisedha the negation is
not absolute, but rather qualifies something else; see Abhyankar (1986: 212-13 [sub voce na, 6], 213 [sub
voce nafi).

22 Cf, PYS 1.51 (Maas 2006: 158-62). Nirbija is the state in which all traces of the seed of future klesa have
been eradicated. On the usage and meaning of nirbija within the PYS, see also O’Brien-Kop (2020: 6; 2017:
142-4).



action amount to the seeds that sprout into life (janmabija) and continuous rebirth.
Even in this case, both the YV and the PYV semantically agree. The only difference
consists in a stylistic preference. In Vijianabhiksu’s wording occur two compound
expressions, janmabijam and jiianakarma, which do not feature the PYV. Again, and still a
matter of contrasting literary tastes, YV’s choice of the term tacchiinyavastha directs
attention towards the occurrence in the PYV of a single compound expression, namely
Jjanmabijakarmasinyavastha.

While not amounting to a semantic shift, a notable difference between the YV and the
PYV emerges at the end of the YV commentarial section on PYS 1.18. Here,
Vijiianabhiksu’s text presents an alternative interpretation of the term nirbija, marked
by iti vartha, which does not occur in the PYV. The YV states that the fact of being
seedless can alternatively signify, or be expressed as, “the uprooting of the seed of
samsara known as subliminal drives” (samskarakhyasamsarabijonmulaka). Once mental
impressions have been purified and put to rest by means of the steady practice of
paravairagya, they do not have any further function. For the advanced yoga practitioner,
psychic drives which still do not yet exist or are not yet manifest do not constitute any
potential impediment. Although the practitioner might appear as though dead, he is
now finally released and free to move towards a different mind level up to the final
stage of kaivalya.

According to the Monier-Williams and Apte dictionaries,?3 the term mrtaka as an
adjective can signify: “a dead man, a corpse,” or as a neuter substantive: “death,
decease, impurity contracted through the death of a relation.” As for the case of mrta, as
a past participle, and as an adjective, it has the following entries: “dead, deceased,
death-like, torpid, rigid, departed, vanished (as consciousness), vain, useless, calcined,
reduced (said of metals).” Mrta has the following meanings as a neuter substantive:
“death, grave (caitya), begging, food or alms obtained by begging.” Both terms might be
used, to some extent, as synonyms. However, the term mrta seems to possess a more
ample variety of contextual meanings compared to mrtaka, as witnessed by the
following entries: “caitya, namely a grave; torpid, rigid; departed and vanished as

consciousness, vain, useless; calcined, reduced.”

The meaning of mrta as caitya (grave) is interesting, especially when the meaning of
mrta is connected to the idea of samadhi. As discussed by McLaughlin (2021: 8), both

23 As on the following websites:
and


http://sanskritdictionary.com/?q=mRtaka&lang=sans&iencoding=hk&action=Search
http://sanskritdictionary.com/?q=mRtaka&lang=sans&iencoding=hk&action=Search
http://sanskritdictionary.com/?q=mRta&lang=sans&iencoding=hk&action=Search

burial and cremation have a long history in South Asia, which can be traced back to
Bronze Age practices from Central Asia (see Koryakova and Epimakhov 2007).

McLaughlin remarks (2021: 8) that in South Asia, when death comes to exceptional
individuals— such as sages, monks, ascetics, saints or accomplished yoga practitioners—
their bodies are generally buried rather than cremated; the burial site is indicated by a
special marker.24 Such a burial site is called a samadhi. The marking of such a burial site
is not considered simply as a memorial. Rather, it marks a localised instantiation of
sacred power radiating forth from the mortal body left behind by the realised
individual (McLaughlin 2021: 16). Brahmanical textual sources, such as the Taittiriya-
ranyaka (8th-6th cent. BCE), Baudhdyanapitrmedhasiitra (6th-3rd cent. BCE),
Yatidharmasamuccaya (11th cent. CE), Atridharmasiitras (5th-10th cent. CE),
Saunakadharmasiitras (5th-10th cent. CE), and some Pa$upata’s manuals, narrate the
practice of taking care of realised sages’ bodies (McLaughlin 2021: 13-14). This is a
radical concept, considering the impurity generally associated with death in
Brahmanical and Hindu traditions. Striking is the fact that behind these practices there
are no purification rites performed in relation to the death and burial of an ascetic. It is
believed that there is no transfer of impurity to those touching the corpse.

As for cremation ground practices, Pasupata textual sources (see Jonker 2021: 75-76),
such as the Pasupatasiitras (4th-5th cent. CE), along with its commentaries, the
Paficarthabhasya (4th-5th cent. CE) and Ratnatika (10th cent. CE), tell that in the last two
stages (avastha) of life a Pasupata ascetic is supposed to live on offerings and strive
towards death in a cremation ground to attain the highest goal, namely union with
Rudra (rudrasayujya).?s To this aim, the mind has to be stilled by fully fixating it on god.
To do so: “The [Pasupata] aspirant dies, and even must die, in order to become united
with Rudra, for it says: right at the moment of his death will the lord give him the
highest goal. Death does not overcome the aspirant, nor is he unprepared for

24 On burial markers, see McLaughlin (2021: 15-18). It should be noted that the samadhi shrine
has resonances with the Buddhist stipa, the Sufi dargah (tomb/shrine), and the Hindu temple

(mandir).

25 Jonker (2021: 76) quotes here from Pasupatasiitras vv. 32-40: “Kaundinya comments that the aspirant is
not supposed to leave the cremation ground to acquire food because staying alive is not the highest
attainment for a Pasupata. He infers this from Pasupatasiitra 5.33: ‘obtaining union with Rudra’ (labhate
rudrasayujyam). The union with Rudra is the highest goal to be achieved. By keeping Rudra in his mind
continuously (Pasupatasitra 5.34), the last bit of karma is consumed, thereby allowing the aspirant to escape
the endless cycle of transmigration (Hara 1999: 431). From the commentary it becomes clear that the
aspirant is not there to continue to live for a very long time.” The commentary referred to by Jonker is
from the Ratnatika (Jonker 2021: 77).



death” (Jonker 2021: 78). Jonker (2021: 79) adds that, “It is plausible to understand the
death of the Pasupata ascetic as a form of a self-induced yogic death.” He concludes
that, “This death can be considered yogic because of the yogic practices of meditation,
stilling of the mind, breath-restraint and concentration on Rudra. It is also yogic
because right at the moment of death, the Pasupata attains yoga, namely union with
Rudra and thereby moksa.”

In the Buddhist context, there are also references to a dead-like state. Generally
speaking, Pali sitras are more informative regarding the practices of meditation,
compared to other coeval texts, notably the Upanisads. The eight-fold path described in
Pali texts contains two practices specifically related to meditation, namely right
mindfulness and right concentration. Meditation practices are also categorised,
particularly in the Theravada tradition, as jhanas (Sanskrit: dhyana) (attainments/
contemplations), which are distinguished as being either riipajhanas (with form) states
or aripajhanas (without form) states (Potter 1996: 52-53). There are four riipajhanas: (1)
detachment from the external world and a consciousness of joy and ease; (2)
concentration, with suppression of reasoning and investigation; (3) the passing away of
joy, with the sense of ease remaining; (4) the passing away of ease also, bringing about
the state of pure self-possession and equanimity.

Beyond those states are added four higher states, called formless (ariipa) meditations
(artipajhana), which are also known as samapattis (attainments). To these, a ninth state is
annexed, namely “cessation of perception and feeling” (safifiavedayitanirodha), or the
“attainment of cessation” (nirodhasamapatti), which constitutes an integral process in
the realization of liberation. Here, however, the aim of meditative teaching is clearly
depicted: a monk in his advanced state of meditation practice is anything but dead. It is
implied, exactly as in the case of Patafijalayoga, that the mind of the practitioner dwells
in a condition where all its functions and activities are put to rest. The description
(below) of this meditational state, points to the suspension of all mental events, even
the most rudimentary mental activity, and the realization of nirvana:

The monk who has attained saffiavedayitanirodha, his bodily activities,
verbal activities, and mental activities have been stopped, have subsided,
but his vitality is not destroyed, his (body) heat is not allayed, and his
senses purified. This, sir, is the difference between a dead thing, passed
away, and that man (Majjhima Nikaya 1. 296: see Potter 1996: 52-53).

In a discussion of Buddhist practices of meditation, Griffiths (1993: 38-41) refers to the
Samyuttanikdya (v. 307) and the Dighanikaya (11.71). The context is the description of a



double series of meditational states called dhyanas, which is characterised by an
increasing degree of enstasis (“standing within”), aimed at the withdrawal of the
practitioner’s psycho-physical function from the external world, and at the reduction of
the content of consciousness. As noted above, these are divided into a series of four ripa
(“with form”) states, and a series of five ariipa (“formless”) states, which consist of a
series of four plus a fifth state. The author points to a state of meditative absorption
referred to by other Buddhist texts as nirodhasamapatti (“attainment of cessation”)
(Griffiths 1993: 40). Nirodhasamapatti denotes the progressive cessation of all mental
events, and, among the various absorbed mental states, it is considered the more
elevated one. It is also named “cessation of sensation and conceptualisation” and
acittaka “mindless” (Griffiths 1993: 41). Griffiths continues:

A practitioner who attains this state is perhaps most like a catatonic or a
patient in deep coma: the only things that distinguish such a person from
a dead person are the continuance of the autonomic functions of the
nervous system, such things as minimal heartbeat, body heat, and
(perhaps) respiration. Response to external stimuli is impossible, as is
initiation of action. Attaining cessation in this way is the culmination,
perhaps the reduction ad absurdum of enstatic meditational technique.2¢

Still within the Buddhist milieu, there also exists the concept of bhavariga, which can be
taken as referring to a condition of psycho-physical cessation, and thus similar to a
death-like state. Bhavanga refers to the state in which the mind is said to rest, when no
active consciousness process is occurring. In other words, it can be described as one’s
state of mind when nothing appears to be going on, or when the mind rests in itself,
such as when one is in a state of deep dreamless sleep,?” and also momentarily between

26 Cousins (1973: 127) explains the term jhana as a practice involving the systematic induction of a specific
type of “trance” state under controlled conditions, necessarily requiring a previous clarity of consciousness
and a well-balanced, happy frame of mind. For Cousins, jhana refers, in its higher phase—namely the fourth
formless samdpatti—to a specific physiological phenomenon, neither in the sense of a dull stupor nor as
catalepsy, in terms of suspension of consciousness. Cousins (1973: 125) claims that jhana denotes a lucid
trance, and although it possesses similarities with a trance state, the mind does not perceive through the
five senses and the person is incapable of speech. During this higher phase of jhana, all bodily activities
have ceased, though the movement of breath is mentioned, and heartbeat is implied.

27 In this regard, one might also include a parallel with the Vedanta discourse on deep, dreamless sleep. The
Vedantic theory of dtman is construed on the basis of the experience of dreamless sleep, which, being
radically and qualitatively different from waking and dreaming states, is considered by the Vedantins as a
state of a temporarily purified individual atman, a state of pure, substantial consciousness. They take the
experience of dreamless sleep as a model experience of the atman’s final liberation from the body and its
internal as well as external faculties. See Fort (1985), Prasad (2000), and Sharma (2004).
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each active consciousness process. In a reading of Buddhist texts such as the
Visuddhimagga and Abhidhammatthasargaha, Gethin (1994: 13-14) claims that bhavanga
is: a) “understood in the texts as in most respects sharing the same properties as other
types of consciousness (citta); bhavanga is not something different from consciousness,
rather it is consciousness operating in a particular mode (akara) or consciousness
performing a particular function (kicca)”; b) “a mental province that defines the
essential character and capabilities of a given being, and that this mental province is
seen as exerting some kind of influence on conscious mental states.” Bhavanga is
essentially consciousness in its passive mode, and is as sophisticated and complex a
kind of consciousness as any other.

Still Dead and Sleeping Bodies: Patafnjalayogasutra-
Bhasyavivarana on PYS 11.46 and 1V.4

Besides the expression mrtavat/mrtakavat, used to refer to the body of the yoga
practitioner who has fallen into a dead-like state, other terms are also used in
Patafijalayoga to refer to this state, namely supta (sleeping) and sava (corpse). In this
section, two instances from the Patafjalayogasiitrabhdsyavivarana?s (YVi) will be
analysed. As seen, in the context of the practice of samadhi, the metaphors of death can
have the simple purpose of conveying the idea of the extraordinary immobility or
stillness that occurs in advanced states of meditative absorption. In this regard, it might
be asked how practitioners attain a deep state of contentless absorption. Concerning
the practice of dsanas, YS 11.46 states that a posture (dsana) should be firm (sthira) and
pleasant (sukha).?? The description and conception of dsana imply the idea of stillness.
In Patafjalayoga, the idea of stillness is conveyed through terms such as sthiratva,

28 Rukmani (1998) argues that it is highly improbable that (Adi) Sarikaracarya wrote this text. Moreover, she
places the TV chronologically prior to the YVi. However, see also the review by Harimoto (2004), who
criticises the points Rukmani thinks are decisive evidence for placing the YVi after Vacaspatimisra’s TV
(10th cent. CE). Rukmani claims that terms in the YVi such as anye/anyesam, nimitta, piiraka, recaka, and the
variant readings of YS I1.7-8, refer to their use by Vacaspatimis$ra. Harimoto claims that neither the
Vivarana-kara nor Vacaspatimisra knew the commentary on the YBh by the other, and that the YVi’s
authrorship seems to be still open to investigation. On the YVi’s authorship problem, see also Harimoto
(1999: 36-136).

29 Cf. YS 11.46 (YS 1919: 110, 15): sthirasukham asanam.
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sthita,30 niscala,3! and niskampa.32 How siitras 11.46 and I1.47 can be read has been
discussed by Maas (2018).33 1t is in the context of an exposition of yoga postures that the
YVi employs the expression mrtasuptavat,3* namely “remaining like a dead or sleeping
body.” This compound glosses the term padmasana occurring in YBh/YS I1.46.
Mrtasuptavat is meant to describe the outward resemblance of the yoga practitioner
performing the lotus posture. Although the practitioner’s depiction might appear
similar—as the terms mrtasuptavat, mrtavat and mrtakavat all indicate bodies like those
of a cadaver—the difference is that in the former case the practitioner is simply
practising padmasana, while in the latter the yogin is deeply absorbed in
asamprajiiatasamadhi.

In PYS IV.4, the topic of the discussion focuses on how the yogin, whose successful
practice has led him to the development of extraordinary powers (siddhi), may be able

50 Cf. YVi/PYS 1146 (YVi 1952: 225, 15-16): yasmin dsane sthitasya manogdtrandm upajdyate sthiratvam,
duhkham ca yena na bhavati tad abhyasyet: “[The practitioner] should practise a posture in which the
condition of stability (sthiratva) in both mind and body is produced and by which no harm arises.”

31 Cf, TV/PYS 11.46 (TV 1919: 110, 26): sthiram niscalam. Also cf. YV/PYS 11.46 (1935: 266, 29): sthiram niscalam.
32 Cf, RM/PYS (RM 1919: 28, 25): tad yada sthiram niskampam.

33 Maas proposes (2018: 57-60, Appendix 1) reading 11.46 and 47 as a single sentence: sthirasukham asanam
prayatnasaithilyanantasamapattibhyam. “None of the above cited translators took into account that YS 2.46
actually is just the initial part of a sentence that extends—over a parenthesis in the bhdsya-part of the
Patafijalayogasastra—into the following YS 2.47. This is quite surprising because the fact that the two siitra-s
2.46 and 2.47 form a single sentence is clearly expressed at the beginning of the bhasya-part of PYS 2.47, in
which Patafjali remarks that the verbal form ‘arises’ (bhavati) has to be supplied in this sentence.” As for
the meaning of the expression sthirasukham, Maas concludes: “However, it cannot be decided with certainty
whether it is a determinative adjective compound in which the first member specifies the second one
adverbially, as Vacaspati suggested, or whether the relationship of the two members of the compound is
appositional, as it was understood by Sarikara in his Patafijalayogasastravivarana (i.e., in the most informative
commentary of the Patafijalayogasastra), and in Bhojaraja’s and Vijidnabhiksu’s commentaries.
Nevertheless, in view of the general superiority of the Patafijalayogasastravivarana over the Tattvavaisaradi, 1
would tend to accept the second-mentioned analysis of sthirasukha at least provisionally. In this case, the
two siitras 2.46 and 2.47 can be translated in the following way: “A steady and comfortable posture (YS 2.46)
[arises] from a slackening of effort or from merging meditatively into infinity (YS 2.47).”

3¢ Cf. Maas’ edition of this passage, Maas (2018: 91, 10-12): tatra padmdsanam nama - savyam pddam
upasamhrtya daksinopari nidadhita, tathaiva daksinam savyasyoparistat. katyurogrivam'ca vistabhya mrtasuptavan
nasikagranihitadrstih...“In this context, the Lotus Posture (padmdsana) is like this: drawing the left foot in
towards oneself, one should then place it over the right. Likewise, the right one on top of the left. Stiffening
the hips, trunk, and neck, with the gaze fixed on the tip of the nose, like a dead or sleeping person...”



to create other bodies endowed with single, individuated personalities.>> The yoga
practitioner is capable of creating and projecting new mentally reproduced creatures
endowed with consciousness, resembling those of living human beings. In the YVi
commentary on PYS V.4, there is another reference to death: YVi/PYS IV.4 (1952: 320,
23): cittendriyabhave ca mrtadesiyah kayo nirarthakah syat. The author of the YVi states
that a body deprived of a mind and its sensory-motor functions would be like a corpse
not fit to accomplish any task, and practically useless (nirarthaka). Here, the author of
YVi seems to be claiming that even though the yogin may be as if dead, through the
power of a siddhi he can be conscious in other minds, which are manifested from "I-am-
ness" (asmita).

As seen through textual references in the YV and the PYV on PYS 1.18, the advanced
yoga practitioner progresses in the attainment of samadhi, first through
samprajfiatasamadhi, and then asamprajfiatasamadhi. In the PYS, both types of meditative
absorption are described. Samprajfiatasamadhi is cognitive concentration, which still has
some objects, while asamprajiiatasamadhi is non-cognitive and objectless. Mental and
physical functions are different according to the kind of samadhi attained.’¢ In
samprajiiatasamadhi, mental activity (cittavrtti) becomes progressively less operative, but
nevertheless persists in four aspects: vitarka (cogitation), vicara (reflection), ananda
(bliss), and asmita (I-ness) (PYS 1.17).3” However, in asamprajiiatasamadhi, the mind’s
functions are fully arrested, and there is neither any object nor content of
concentration. Both the expressions mrtakavat and mrtavat point to a death-like

35 CE, YS 1V.4 (YS 1919: 178, 12): nirmanadcittany asmitamatrat; and relative commentarial section YBh/YS V.4
(YBh 1919: 178, 13-14): asmitamatram cittakdaranam upadaya nirmanacittani karoti, tatah sacittani bhavantiti:
“Making use of nothing more than [the ego-sense form of meditation] as a cause for the mind, [the yoga
practitioner] is able to create [other] minds [out of his extraordinary powers]. Therefore, [the newly
created beings] are endowed with [single] minds.”

36 See Larson and Bhattacharya (2008: 27).

37 Samprajfiatasamadhi has four progressive levels of the mind’s adherence to any sort of content or object
(from sensorial to cognitive) characterising its activities. These different levels are referred to with the
technical term samdpatti, literally “coming together/entering into relation with.” Cf. YBh/YS 1.41 (Maas
2006: 68, 17-19); see also PYS 1.42-45. Samapatti can be read as a reference to their individual denomination
that is listed in PYS 1.17 as: vitarka, vicara, ananda and asmitd. These levels stand for different layers of
relation to the gunas and the operations of prakrti, which are controlled by the yoga practitioner applying
vairdgya (detachment). The result is visayavitrsnya (having no thirst for objects). Cf. YS 1.15:
drstanusravikavisayavitrsnasya vasikarasamjfia vairagyam.



condition where mind and bodily functions are inactive. It is in contentless samadhi,
namely asamprajfiatasamadhi, that the death-like state is experienced.

The progressive arrest of psycho-physical functions witnessed during the levels of
samprajfidtasamadhi indicates the yoga practitioner’s level of involvement with prakrti;
the gunas become progressively less effective. In asamprajfiatasamadhi, mental functions
only consist of one’s own mental impressions (samskarasesa), as described in YS 1.18.
These mental impressions, according to Patafijali, can be represented as the remainder
of mental impressions inherited from previous lives, which shape present life,
triggering and prompting experiences that bind the subject to samsara. When YS 1.18
refers to samskdrasesa, it points to the state resulting from the abhyasa (continuous
practice) of vairagya (dispassion) and paravairagya (extreme dispassion), which are
technical terms describing the overall attitude to the praxis of nirodha, or the cessation
of mental and physical functions.3s This inhibition of mental impressions required to
attain nirodha is directed towards any cittavrtti (mental event), and in particular towards
any pratyaya (idea/concept). A cittavrtti or a pratyaya can be caused by any sort of
experience or stimulus, and results from mental content or sensori-motor input
occurring in a subject. Nirodha, denoting both the cessative function and relative mind
and body state (niruddha), thus marks the praxis, the aim of which is the attainment of
kaivalya (alone-ness) through separation from phenomenal existence.

The term nirodha, as with many Sanskrit terms, designates both the process of cessation
and the state of cessation of psycho-physical events. It is a masculine noun deriving
from the verbal root rudh-, plus the adjunct of the preverb ni-. The Dhatupatha presents
two basic meanings of the root rudh-: a) 4A. (with anu-) kame:3? “desiring/obeying,” and:
b) 7U. avarane: “covering/opposing.” 4 It is quite apparent that the PYS retains the
meaning b), although the idea of desire, wish or intention is also relevant, especially if
the voluntary type of psycho-physical cessative practice performed by yoga
practitioners is taken into account. Considering its fundamental place within the
Patafijalayoga system of philosophy and practice, it should be noted that the term

” o«

nirodha is generally understood as meaning “cessation,” “restriction,” or “inhibition.”

However, nirodha presents different levels of application. Broadly speaking, nirodha is

38 YS 1.2: yogas cittavrttinirodhah. Nirodha can also stand for one of the stages of mind (cittabhiimayas)
conceived in the PYS. This stage is referred to as niruddha “obstructed, shut down.” See YBh/YS 1.1: ksiptam
mudham viksiptam ekagram niruddham iti cittabhiimayah.

39 Cf. Dhatupatha (1969: 33).

40 Cf. Dhatupatha (1969: 40).



characterized as an ongoing process to be applied to all mental events, in which the
mind’s content and its objects are increasingly restricted.4! It takes place once the yoga
practitioner begins to withdraw the sense-organs from the external world.42 Here, the
yoga aspirant has to perform pratyahara, namely the withdrawal from the practitioner’s
body of sensorial stimuli.#3 On the other hand, as a state of mind rather than a process,
nirodha occurs in the state of mind (cittabhimaya) denoted as niruddha (restricted/shut
down).#4 Along with the practice of pratyahdra, the restriction of the mental occurrences
is brought about by means of both abhyasa and vairagya.+s

The extent of the yogin’s steadiness of practice and detachment determines his
endurance in the advanced meditational state of asamprajfiatasamadhi, which does not
necessarily continue indefinitely; it can persist as well as fade. The scenario described
in PYS 1.18 refers to the liminal condition that takes place when the yoga practitioner
attains the stage beyond samprajiiatasamadhi, which is also referred to as

41 1t should be noted that the distinction presented here between levels of nirodha is hypothetical; it is a
tentative interpretation of the texts. This distinction does not occur in the literature of yogadarsana.

22 YBh/YS 1154 (YBh 1919: 115, 10; 116, 1-2) contains an interesting and naturalistic simile: yatha
madhukarardajam maksika utpatantam antitpatanti niviSamanam anunivisante tathendriyani cittanirodhe niruddhani
ity esa pratyahdrah. “Just as when the queen bee flies up, the bees fly up after her [and] when she settles
down, they settle down after her; so, also when the mind is restricted, the organs are restricted. This is the
withdrawal of the sense-organs.” Vacaspatimisra reads the compound svavisayasamprayoge as a locative of
motive (nimittasaptami), cf. TV/PYS 1154 (TV 1919: 115, 23-24): svavisaydsamprayogasya sadhdranasya
dharmasya cittanukdaranimittatvam saptamya darsayati sveti. According to Vacaspatimisra, the mind imitates
the sense-organs because both the mind (citta) and the sense-organs share the common characteristic of
being detached from their objects.

43 That pratyahdra may mark the first practical step of nirodha is a matter of textual interpretation.
Pratyahara is listed in YS 11.29 as the fifth of the eight angas and is explained by way of analogy in YS I1.54
and in the commentary. It is defined as the sense-organs’ imitation of the mind’s form, when they have no
contact with their own object, cf. YS 11.29 (YS 1919: 101, 7-8): yamaniyamdsanaprandyamapratyaharadharana-
dhyanasamadhayo ’stav angani; and YS 11.54 (YS 1919: 115, 5-6): svavisaydsamprayoge cittasvarupanukara
ivendriyanam pratyaharah. Moreover, pratydhara can be intended as the first phase of the overall process of
nirodha because, still following YBh/YS 1154, it begins with the mind’s restriction (citta-nirodhe).
Viacaspatimisra reads the compound svavisaydsamprayoge as a locative of motive (nimittasaptami), cf. TV/PY$
11.54 (TV 1919: 115, 23-24): svavisaydsamprayogasya sadharanasya dharmasya cittanukaranimittatvam saptamya
darsayati sveti. Vacaspatimiéra (TV/PYS I11.54) reads the compound svavisayasamprayoge as a locative of
motive (nimittasaptami); see preceding fn. above.

4 Cf. YBh/YS L.1: ksiptam midham viksiptam ekagram niruddham iti cittabhiimayah: “The states of mental
activity are: fixed, dull, distracted, one-pointed, and ceased.”

45 Cf. YS 1.12: abhyasavairagyabhyam tannirodhah. Here the demonstrative pronoun tad can be referred to the
cittavrttis previously discussed (cf. YS 1.2).



asmitasamdpatti. In this state, the yogin abandons his own identity, as well as the
practice of object-based absorption (salambana/sabija), and only samskaras (nirbija) that
do not bear fruit persist. The state of nirbijasamadhi occurs when the practitioner
restrains even those samskaras borne out of rtambharaprajiia.«¢ The term nirbija can be
here read as an adjective referring to asamprajiiata.4’ In turn, asamprajiiata can be taken
as a synonym for the interesting, poetic phrase dharmameghasamadhi. s

46 Cf. YS 1.51: tasydpi nirodhe sarvanirodhan nirbijah samadhih: “The seedless samadhi takes place when, due to
the cessation of any mind-activity, this [samskdra born out of prajfia/rtambhara/nirvicara] is also restricted.”
The main idea behind this siitra concerns rtambharaprajfia (YS 1.48: rtambhara tatra prajfia), which inhibits
the production of vyutthanasamskaras (cf. YS 1.50: tajjah samskaro nyasamskarapratibandhi), though this does
not yet properly amount to the nirbija state. It must be applied to the samskara of nirodha, even with regard
to those samskaras born from rtambharaprajfia, as they can, in turn, generate a further attachment to prajfia
itself. Asamprajfiata is achieved through the steady and thorough practice of nirodha. Here, however, an
attitude of paravairagya (cf. YS 1.16: tat param purusakhyater gunavaitrsnyam) is necessary in order to abandon
the practice of nirodha itself and progress toward kaivalya, as suggested by YS 11150 (YS 1919: 138, 6-7):
tadvairagyad api dosabijaksaye kaivalyam.

47 Cf. YBh/YS 1.18: esa nirbijah samadhir asamprajfiatah: “This samadhi, which is seedless, has no content to
recognize.” YBh/YS 1.2: tadavastham samskaropagam bhavati // sa nirbijah samadhih // na tatra kimcit
samprajfidyata ity asamprajiiatah: “This condition admits [only] samskaras. This is the seedless samadhi. The
word asamprajiiata means that nothing whatsoever is cognised.” See also, YS II1.8 (YS 1919: 122, 1): tad api
bahirangam nirbijasya: “Even these [three, namely dharana, dhyana, and samadhi] are considered as external
supports to seedless meditation.” YBh/YS 111.8 (YBh 1919: 122, 2-3): tad apy antarangam sadhanatrayam
nirbijasya yogasya bahiratigam bhavati, kasmat, tadabhave bhavad iti: “Even these, namely the three internal
means of attainment, are indirect aids to seedless yoga. Why? Since this [seedless samadhi] occurs even
when these do not take place.”

48 Whether or not dharmameghasamadhi is synonymous with asampragjfiata is a matter of textual
interpretation. Furthermore, the topic is complicated by whether or not dharmamegha might be also
regarded as the highest peak of samadhi, as mentioned in YBh/YS 1.2, as prasarikhyana, which is the
culmination of vivekakhyati. Dharmamegha, prasarikhyana, nirbija and asamprajfiata are semantically related
terms, all describing consciousness as being void of any object. At the same time, each of these terms has a
specific function and characterisation. Whereas dharmamegha seems more related to prasarkhyana,
considering that both the terms nirbija and asamprajfiata denote a state of meditative absorption, they may
refer, by means of negative prefixes nir- and a-, to a psychic state lacking any object. The PYS discusses the
theme of dharmamegha in reference to YS 1.2 and YS 1V.29: YBh/YS 1.2 (see Maas 2006: 8-17): tad eva
rajolesamaldapetam svaripapratistham sattvapurusanyatakhyatimatram dharmameghadhyanopagam bhavati // tat
param prasamkhyanam ity acaksate dhyayinah... tadavastham samskaropagam bhavati // sa nirbijah samadhih //
na tatra kimcit samprajfidyata ity asamprajfiatah: “This one [sattva] abides in itself, released from the last small
particles of rgjas, it is composed of discriminative knowledge (vivekakhyati), [and] advances into the
concentration known as dharmamegha, as recognized by those practising meditation... In this state, [in
which no mental functions or even discriminative knowledge is left], mental impressions come forwards.
This is the seedless samadhi. Here the consciousness has no object, [that is why it is called] non-cogitative
samadhi.” O’Brien-Kop (2017: 133) discusses how the klesas (mental afflictions) are eradicated through the
practice of a particular form of meditation, or dhydna, known as prasarikhyana, which, in turn, is defined as



The condition of the non-fruitfulness of samskaras defines dharmameghasamadhi and
thus connects it to asamprajfiatasamadhi and nirbijasamadhi, which can be traced to PYS
1V.29.9 Here it is claimed that dharmameghasamadhi indicates a state where the seeds of
samskaras are removed and not active anymore. This event leads the practitioner
towards the non-arising of further pratyayas, which means the full eradication of
psycho-physical stimuli. 5 The expression dharmamegha occurs in YBh/YS 1.2, where the
term is introduced to denote the highest form of meditation, or contemplation (param
prasarikhyanam). Dharmameghasamadhi is thought to take place when the sattva of mind
(cittasattva) predominates over the other two gunas. When the tamas and rajas gunas are
removed, then the yoga practitioner can approach the state of trance known as
dharmamegha (YBh/YS 1.2). That dharmamegha is the highest form of meditation is
reiterated also in the TV and the YV on YS 1.2, while in the YVi/PYS 1.2 (1999: 163, 1) it
is referred to as samadhi (dharmamegho ndma samadhi). Two other references to

meditation on the cloud of dharma (dharmameghadhyana). Referring to PYS 1V.29, 30, 31, O'Brien-Kop (2017:
133-134, fn. 40) argues that dharmamegha, although considered as equal to prasarikhydna by the author of
the YVi (1952: 11) discussing PYS 1.2, is nevertheless divided into two forms that are distinguished, namely
dharmameghadhyana and dharmameghasamadhi. In the form of dhyana, it serves to eradicate the klesas (cf.
PYS 112, 11) and its effect is vivekakhydti, which is an epistemic and ontological distinction between purusa
and prakrti. On the other hand, the form of dharmameghasamadhi will arise only once the practice of
dharmameghadhydna stands “in every respect” (sarvathd, cf. PYS 1V.29) in a completely fulfilled state. In the
words of O'Brien-Kop (2017: 134, fn. 40): “In keeping with soteriological texts of the period, including
Buddhist texts, Patafijali treats the terms dhyana and samddhi as distinct technical signifiers in his text, so
there is no reason to suppose that he collapses the two terms into one when it comes to dharmamegha. The
progression of dharmamegha from a state of dhyana to one of samadhi represents the typical sequence from
absorption to concentration, such as we see in both Patafjala and Buddhist schemes of meditation.”

49 Cf. also YBh/YS 1V.29 (YBh 1919: 202, 7-10): yadayam brahmanah prasarikhyane ‘py akusidas tato 'pi na kifi cit
prarthayate. tatrapi viraktasya sarvatha vivekakhyatir eva bhavatiti samskarabijaksayan ndsya pratyayantarany
utpadyante tadasya dharmamegho nama samadhir bhavati: “When this Brahmana [practitioner] has no interest
in the highest meditation (prasarikhyana), when he does not desire anything from that [prasarikhyana], then,
indifferent, he has ever-present discriminative knowledge. In this manner, once the seeds of mental
impressions are annihilated, no other psycho-physical drives are generated, [then this person] abides in
what is known as dharmameghasamadhi.”

50 For the present study, the exposition of dharmamegha is limited to only the most important references.
The compound dharmamegha poses several problems related to its interpretation and deserves a separate
analysis; see Collins (2009), Klostermaier (1986), O’Brien Kop (2020), and the analyses by Feuerstein (1987),
Rukmani (1997: 619-623), and Wujastyk (2018: 35-38). What must be here underscored is how the idea of
dharmamegha stands as evidence of a strong relationship with Buddhist thought, as highlighted by
Wujastyk (2018: 35-41) referring to the Milindapafiha (Wujastyk 2018: 36-37), Dasabhiimikasiitra (Wujastyk
2018: 36), and Asanga’s (c. 350-430 CE) Mahdyanasutralankdara (Wujastyk 2018: 38). For the use of
dharmamegha as a bhami in Vasubandhu’s Bhasya on Mahdydnasitrdlankara and other Buddhist texts, see
Squarcini (2015: 158, 189).



dharmameghasamadhi are at (1) YS IV.29 (cf. YS 1919: 202, 5-6: prasarikhydne 'py akusidasya
sarvatha vivekakhyater dharmameghah samadhih): “[The yoga practitioner] taking no
interest in contemplation, possesses discriminative knowledge in every respect, [and]
obtains dharmameghasamadhi,” and at (2) YBh/YS 1V.30 (cf. YBh 1919: 202-203, 12-13:
klesakarmanivrttau jivann eva vidvan vimukto bhavati), where it is maintained that having
utterly annihilated the afflictions and the deposit of karma, the yoga practitioner
becomes liberated, whilst still being alive (jivanmukti).

YBh/YS 1V.29 and 1V.32 also describe the effects of dharmamegha. In YBh/YS 1V.29,
dharmamegha is described as that state in which the pratyayas no longer arise, due to the
perishing of the seeds of samskdras.5! YBh/YS 1V.32 describes how dharmamegha
corresponds to a state where the gunas cease their activities, achieve the limit of their
sequence, and no longer subsist.52 Perusing the commentarial literature, similar ideas
are present in the YVi, the TV and the YV explaining PYS IV.29. In this passage, the YVi
V.29 states that, “It is named dharmamegha since it rains the highest form of dharma
known as kaivalya.”s3 Again, regarding dharmamegha, Vacaspati’s TV/PYS V.29 states
that it is the state following the inhibition of all pratyayas, and marks the emergence of
vivekakhyati and the detachment from and the cessation of prasarikhyana.>* Similar ideas
also recur in TV/PYS IV.32 (1919: 204), YV/PYS 1V.29 (YV 1935: 445-446), and YV/PYS IV
30 (YV 1935: 449).

Considering these textual sources, the ongoing practice of detachment in its two forms
(vairagya/paravairagya) is essential to the achievement of dharmameghasamadhi. In this
regard, YS IV.29 introduces a term related to vairagya, namely akusida, meaning, “taking

s1.Cf, YVi/PYS 1V.29 (YVi 1952: 363, 20-21): klesasamskarabijaksayan nasya pratyayantarany utpadyante taddsya
dharmamegho nama samadhir bhavati.

52 Cf. YBh/YS 1V.32 (YBh 1919: 204, 5-7): tasya dharmameghasyodayat krtarthanam gunanam parinamakramah
parisamapyate na hi krtabhogapavargah parisamaptakramah ksanam apy avasthatum utsahante.

53 Cf. YVi/PYS 1V.29 (YVi 1952: 363, 22-23): kaivalyahkyam param dharmam varsati iti dharmameghah iti samjfia.

s4 Cf. TV/PYS 1V.29 (TV 1919: 202, 23-26): yadd vyutthinapratyayd bhaveyus tadda ndyam brahmanah sarvatha
vivekakhyatir yatas tasya na pratyayantarani bhavanti tatah sarvatha vivekakhyatir iti / tadasya dharmameghah
samadhir bhavati / etad uktam bhavati prasamkhyane viraktas tannirodham icchan dharmamegham samadhim
upasita. “Whenever presented-ideas of emergence may arise, then this Brahmana has not attained to
discriminative discernment at all times. After he has no other presented-ideas, he has at all times attained
to discriminative discernment. Then the concentration called the Rain-cloud of [knowable] things becomes
his. What he means to say is this: when he becomes disaffected towards Elevation and longs for its
restriction, he should devote himself to the concentration [called] the Rain-cloud of [knowable]
things” (trans. Woods 1914: 341).



no interest” or “without gain.”ss This points to a fundamental yogic tenet: the yoga
practitioner should, in the first place, perform the constant eradication (nirodha) of
mental events (cittavrtti) leading her/him into asamprajiiatasamadhi, in which samskaras
still persist (YS 1.18). Nirodha is to be applied to any pratyaya that remains, or to
sensorial stimuli that might lead to the formation of intellectual notions. In order to
obtain the complete emptying of the mind and the state of kaivalya (aloneness of
seeing), nirodha is thus applied to cittavrttis, pratyayas, and samskaras, amounting to a
cardinal praxis in Patafijalayoga.

How should we understand the terms mrtakavat and mrtavat, as used by Vijfianabhiksu
and Nage$a Bhatta, in light of the above discussion of nirodha? As descriptive
expressions, mrtakavat/mrtavat can also function as explicative images for another
metaphor occurring in the YBh on YS 1.18, namely, abhavapraptam iva.5¢ This clause may
be translated as “...seemingly, [the mind] (citta) becomes non-existent.” Commenting on
PYS 1.18, Vacaspatimi§ra underscores how the state of being “seemingly void of
existence” (abhavapraptam iva) takes place during asamprajatasamadhi and corresponds
to a state in which the causes producing mental events do not subsist anymore
(vrttiripakaryakaranad).5” Interestingly, both Vijfianabhiksu and Nage$a Bhatta employ
the same expression that occurs in the TV, namely vrttiripakaryakaranat (see YV/PYV
on PYS 1.18). This compound expression can be translated as: “Because of the absence of
action [giving rise] to effects in the form of mental activity.” What does vrttiripa mean
here? An initial interpretation of vrttiripa would read vrtti as an abridged form for
cittavrtti, “having the form of a mental activity.” As formulated in Sarnkhya and the
yogasastra, the materialism of prakrti is grounded in gunaparinamavada (the
transformation of the gunas). It seems reasonable to conclude that, as the cittavrttis are
substances of material composition (dravya) undergoing material changes, as clearly
stated in the YV and the PYV on PYS 1.4, the death-like state applies to not only the

55 The expressions employed in YBh/YS 1V.29 (YBh 1919: 202, 7-8) to explain akusida are: na kificit
prarthayate (someone who wishes/desires nothing), and virakta. Virakta, which is a samanyabhita form (or
lurt), of which vairdgya is a related adjective coming from the same verbal form (vi-rafij). On vairdgya and
paravairdgya, see also PYS 1.15-16.

56 Cf. YV, PYV, YBh/YS 1.18: cittam...abhavapraptam iva bhavati. Although in a different context, see Freschi
(2008) on the Mimamsaka understanding of abhdva. Here both abhdva and niralambana prominently figure.
The Bhatta school of Plirvamimamsa, whose representative spokesman was Kumarila (7th cent. CE), is the
only philosophical school in classical India which accepts absence (abhava) as an instrument of knowledge
(abhavapramana). As already seen, both terms abhava and niralambana occur in PYS 1.18.

57 Cf. TV/PYS 1.18 (TV 1919: 22, 13-14): alambanikaranam asrayanam abhavapraptam iva vrttiripakaryakarandn
nirbijo niralambanah. “It ‘seems as if it were itself non-existent’ because it does not perform its functions as a
fluctuation. It is ‘seedless,” that is, not directed to any supporting-object” (trans. Woods 1914: 43).



body but also to the mind (or citta), which is conceived of as having a material
substrate.58

But what sort of human being can survive the death of the body if not a yoga
practitioner? It is probable that the reference to death is merely apparent, and the
expression amounts to a metaphorical statement describing the condition of a yoga
practitioner who has abandoned the ordinary life in the world in favour of a new life in
a different realm where only the light of the true Self shines bright, abiding in its own
state. What the yoga practitioner is about to fundamentally abandon is his own
empirical self, or the illusory self that is immersed in the field of the objective content
of prakrti, which constrains him to the never-ending circle of birth and death. This
prakrtic self stands in full opposition to what is regarded as the real Self, which is
nothing but the purusa or contentless consciousness. However, reading the full yoga
narrative in this respect, it seems a clear description of the yogi in samadhi.

The YV of Vijfianabhiksu and the PYV of Nages$a Bhatta are not the only yoga-related
texts where the expression mrtakavat/mrtavat occurs. There are instances where deeply
absorbed yoga practitioners are depicted as cadavers in the literature of Hathayoga. The
metaphor of death portraying the advanced yoga practitioner is also found in what is
generally regarded as the paradigmatic text on Hathayoga, namely the Hathapradipika
(HP) of Svatmarama (c.15th century CE).5 This text gained wide approval and after the

58 That the cittavrttis have a material structure is clearly stated by Nage$a Bhatta in his PYV and
Vijianabhiksu in his YV/PYS 1.4 (YV 1935: 20, 23-24): itaratra vyutthdne yas cittasya vrttayo dipasya sikha iva
dravyaripa: “On the other hand, at the time of emerging in the world state, mental events have a
substantial aspect, resembling the flame of a lamp. Both authors comment on PYS 1.4, employing the same
nominal compound in order to describe the material substance of a cittavrtti, that is dravyariipa.

59 On dating the HP, Bouy (1994) represents the most up-to-date scholarship; he is aware of the oldest dated
manuscript (1496 CE). Digambaraji and Kokaje (1998: xx-xxi) and Gode (1953: 379-387) date the HP to
between 1350 and 1550. There is, however, a shortcoming in the argument formulated by Digambaraji and
Kokaje. The earlier terminus for the date of HP is considered to be an alchemical work named
Rasaratnasamuccaya of Nityanatha, whose date is about the 14th century CE (Digambaraji and Kokaje 1998:
xxi). Now, according to Wujastik’s study (1984: 70-71; see also White 1994: 160), Nityanatha is not the
author of the Rasaratnasamuccaya, but rather of the Rasaratnakara (13th CE), which is, nevertheless, a text
dealing with alchemy, medicine and magic. Nityanatha was a peculiar and ubiquitous character, a polymath
to whom works on different subjects such as Hathayoga, alchemy, and tantric sorcery are attributed, and
his name figures in both the list of yogic siddhas in the HP (1.7) and in the list of rasasiddhas in the
Rasaratnasamuccaya (White 1994: 160). The Rasaratnasamuccaya is a treatise concerning iatrochemistry,
namely alchemy and ayurveda, belonging to the 13th-14th centuries CE, and attributed to Vagbhatta II, at



16th century was regarded as a standard and paradigmatic text of hathayoga practice,
due to its formal structure based on four chapters,s and in view of the techniques
described.s1 HP 1V.107 uses the expression mrtavat, employed ad hoc to describe the state
of samadhi, or, as most commonly referred to in the HP, the state of unmani:

sarvavasthavinirmuktah sarvacintavivarjitah /
mrtavat tisthate yogi sa mukto natra samsayah // HP 1V.107

Completely released from any single stage of yoga,®2 void of thoughts

least according to White (1994: 167). As for the later terminus of the HP, Digambaraji and Kokaje (1998: xxi)
date the HP to 1650 CE. This thesis is grounded on the discovery of a manuscript of the HP, preserved in the
National Library in Kolkata, which is dated samvat 1868 (1629 CE). In view of the fact that the HP (1.7)
presents a list of mahdsiddhas containing the name of Nityanatha, it is plausible to assume that the HP was
composed slightly after the 13th or 14th century CE, or after Vagbhatta’s composition of the
Rasaratnasamuccaya. For another discussion of the date of the HP, which is the main source of the analysis
by Digambaraji and Kokaje (1998: xx-xxi), see Gode (1953: 379-87); for a synoptic list comparing the names
occurring in the HP and Rasaratnasamuccaya, see Bouy (1994).

6 Some versions of HP are subdivided into five chapters (HP 1998: xix-xx), while more extended versions
containing ten chapters also exist (HP 1998: xx; Birch 2018: 8), as reported in the Goraksasiddhantasarigraha.
For the date of the ten chapters of the HP’s texts, see Birch (2018: 8, fn.32).

61 As stated by Birch (2018: 7; 2011: 528) this is evinced in different yoga texts, such as the Hatharatnavali
(17th c.), which borrowed extensively from the Hathapradipika, as well as from compilations, such as the
Godavaramis$ra’s Yogacintamani (16th century), which quote the HP at length on matters of hathayoga, and
following Digambaraji and Kokaje (HP 1998: xv), evinced by texts such as the Hathasarketacandrika and the
Hathatattvakaumudi. However, in the centuries following the HP, the literature concerning hathayoga and
Patanjalayoga changed significantly. More extensive texts on the four-fold system of yoga and astangayoga
were written. Furthermore, as above seen, two expanded versions of the HP, and a new interpretation of
Patafijalayoga, more related to Purana and Vedanta teachings than the PYS, YVi, TV and RM, have emerged,
as witnessed in the YV of Vijfianabhiksu and the PYV of Nageéa Bhatta, who interpreted the yoga of
Patafijali in terms of bhedabhedavdda (the doctrine of identity in difference). Moreover, as noted by Birch
(2018: 7-8), learned Brahmins attempted to integrate teachings on hathayoga and rgjayoga (that is, teaching
concerning meditative absorption or samddhi) with those of the PYS and various Brahmanical texts such as
the Upanisads, Epics, Puranas and Dharmasastra, and this resulted in large eclectic compilations on yoga
(see Buoy 1994).

62 According to HP 1V.69, four stages in all types of yoga exist, namely arambha, ghata, paricaya, and nispatti:
arambhas ca ghatas caiva tathd paricayo 'pi ca / nispattih sarvayogesu syad avasthdcatustayam. Taken singularly,
these stages are described in HP IV.70-77. These stages are introduced under the topic of nadanusandhana or
nddopasana (cf. HP 1V.65), which is a type of meditative absorption on a sound (ndada), or a series of different
sounds, arising within the body of a yoga practitioner (cf. HP 1V.82-102). This sound, although “unstruck”
or not externally produced (HP 1V.70: andhata), is audible from and within the right ear (HP 1V.67: $rnuyad
daksine karne), reverberating in the susumndnadi (HP 1V.68). It has different levels of loudness (HP 1V.78) and
timbre, described in HP 1V, 84-86. For a detailed study on nada and yoga, see Kienhle (1997).



The yogin, remaining as if he were dead, is certainly liberated.¢3

In the HP this condition of a death-like state is obtained by means of the practice of
nadopasand or nadanusandhana. This is the practice prompted at the beginning of HP IV.
65. Apart from Vijianabhiksu, Nage$a Bhatta and the HP, there are other textual
sources of Hathayoga where death-evoking imaginary is used to describe advanced yoga
practitioners.s4

Besides mrtavat, Svatmarama employs another curious image describing the yogin in
the advanced phase of samadhi. In HP 1V.106, immediately preceding the verse
containing the term mrtavat, the yoga practitioner in the state of samadhi is depicted as
a log of wood (kasthavat):

Sankhadundhubhinadam ca na srnoti kadacana /

kasthavaj jayate deha unmanyavasthaya dhruvam // HP 1.106

And [the yoga practitioner] no longer hears the sound of a conch or
kettledrum. His body surely becomes like a log of wood because of the
unmani state.os

In Amanaska 11.76, the so far unknown author uses this and other similes to express the
idea of the stillness and lifelessness of yoga practitioner’s body while absorbed in deep
samddhi or in amanaska, “the no-mind state.” The second chapter can be dated to the
11th or early 12th centuries CE and appears to be among the earliest yoga texts that
teach a type of yoga called Rajayoga, which was generally understood in medieval yoga
texts to be synonymous with samadhi (Birch 2013: 6). In Amanaska 1.27, the simile
comparing the yogin to an inanimate piece of wood (nirjivakdasthopama), which also
resembles the kasthavat of HP 1.106, is combined with another simile that likens him to a
flame in a windless spot (nirvatasthitadipavat). As claimed by Birch (2013: 7, 134-140), the
second chapter of the Amanaska was one of the sources of the HP’s fourth chapter, and
its verses can be found in other yoga texts of the same period and in more recent texts.

63 This stanza is also quoted in Bronkhorst (2000: 41): “Being free from all states and devoid of all thought,
the Yogin is like a dead person; he is liberated, there is no doubt about it.”

¢4 Jason Birch kindly directed me to other textual sources for this concept.

65 See also Bronkhorst (2000: 41) who translates HP (1.106) as: “By virtue of the mindless state (unmani
avasthd) the body becomes certainly like a piece of wood; it does not at any time hear the sounds of a
conch-shell and of a large drum.”



Instances of kasthavat are well attested in earlier literature, making it a shared literary
image.s®

nispannakhilabhavasunyanibhrtah svatmasthitis tatksanan
niscestaslathapanipadakaranagramo vikarojjhitah /
nirmalapravinastamarutataya nirjivakasthopamo

nirvatasthitadipavat sahajavan parsvasthitair drsyate // (Amanaska 11.76)67

[The yogin] who has [attained] the natural [no-mind state] is instantly
motionless as a result of having realized the emptiness of all states,
resides in his own self, his hands, feet and sense organs are all inactive
and relaxed, and he is free of disturbances. Because he is one in whom
breathing has radically ceased, he is seen by those standing close [to be]
like an inanimate piece of wood and like the [steady flame of] a lamp
situated in a windless [place].¢8

Besides the occurrence of two metaphors within the same stanza, the only difference
between the HP and Amanaska seems to be a stylistic one. If compared with
Svatmarama, the unknown Amanaska’s author uses metaphors richer in qualifications.
For instance, the log of wood is “without life, inanimate.” This stylistic device creates
vividness and tension, considering that the yogin is fully absorbed in samadhi.
Moreover, this state is characterised by stillness which is the result of the inhibition of
any psycho-physical activity, the function of breathing included. The complete
eradication of breathing (nirmalapravinastamarutataya) is the reason for remaining in a
motionless condition. Therefore, the aim of Amanaska 11.76 is clear: when resting in his
own self, the advanced yoga practitioner outwardly looks motionless and stays in a still
condition.

Concerning the term mrta (or mrtaka), it is interesting to consider also the alchemical
context. In rasasastra and rasayana literature, the term mrta often occurs and is
understood as “calcined” or “reduced” (White 1994: passim), and the term mdrana
(killing) for the process of calcination of a substance. This understanding of the term
mrta could shed light on the correspondences between the terminology, culturally

66 Birch (2013: 262, fn. 35) tracks several texts where kdsthavat recurs: Mahabhdrata X11.188.5d and XII.
294.17a, Kaulagjfiananirnaya XIV.83, Moksopdya XVI.155.5-6a-b, Kularnavatantra 1X.14, Hathapradipika 1V.106,
Nadabindipanisat 52c-d-53a-b, and Amanaska 1.27.

67 Cf, Birch (2013: 326) for a critical edition of Amanaska 11.76.

¢8 Translation Birch (2013: 326).



shared assumptions and images used by Vijfianabhiksu and Nagesa Bhatta and by some
authors of rasasastra literature. As stated by White (1996: 57): “...the language of the
Nath Siddhas’ Hathayoga is often nothing other than a projection of alchemical
discourse upon the human body. The human body is an alchemical body.” Some
concepts utilised in hathayoga literature have echoes in Siddha alchemy, witnessed in
early hathayoga texts, such as the Amrtasiddhi, Yogabija, Dattatreyayogasastra,
Goraksasataka, Vivekamartanda, Khecarividya, Amaraughaprabodha, and Amaraughasasana.
All these texts, except the Amrtasiddhi and Amaraughasasana, are considered (Mallinson
2012: 327) to be the sources for early Hathayoga’s syncretic systematization into the
classical Hathayoga of Svatmarama’s Hathapradipika. Although White’s (1996: 10) overall
idea seems to imply a similarity between some of the terminologies of alchemists and
hathayoga practitioners, their practices were nevertheless quite distinct, as noted in
Khecarividya 11.72-79, Sivasamhitd 111.61, V.112, and Dattdtreyayogasdstra 197.6%

Although alchemy exhibits more similarities with tantric hathayoga than with
Patafijalayoga, it shares a number of assumptions on theoretical and hermeneutical
phenomena with Patanjalayoga. Briefly, these common assumptions include the purusa/
prakrti dualism, the tattvantaraparinama (the unfolding of the tattvas), prandayama, siddhis,
samadhi, and kaivalya. Since the discovery of the Amrtasiddhi’® (second half of 11th
century CE) and an early recension of the Amaraughaprabodha (c.end of 12th-first half of
15th century CE),7! it is now clearer that Hathayoga emerged from the interaction of
Tantric Buddhist and Saiva communities.’? They used some alchemical metaphors to
describe the practices, but did not borrow practices from alchemy and were
antagonistic to alchemists, as stated in Dattatreyayogasastra 197 (cf. fn. 69). For instance,

6 See Mallinson (2012: 338). However, Mallinson notes how the Dattatreyayogasastra (v. 103) is sceptical
about alchemy, and how alchemy is an obstacle to success in yoga.

70 According to Mallinson and Szanté (2021: 3, fn. 1-3), the authorship of the Amrtasiddhi is attributed to
Madhavacandra, its date no later than the second half of 11th century CE, and most likely composed in the
Deccan region. It represents a relevant text because, as claimed by Mallinson and Szdnté (2021: 3), “It is the
first text to teach a system of yoga whose primary method is physical and it introduces many practices and
principles fundamental to the yoga method often categorised in subsequent Sanskrit text as hatha.”

71 According to Birch (2019: 5-6; 12-14) there exist two recensions of the Amaraughaprabodha: a short and
earlier recension dated between the end of the 12th and the first half of 15th century CE, and a long and
more recent recension dated between the 15th and the 18th century CE. Although early modern publications
attribute the Amaraughaprabodha to Goraksanatha, its authorship is still uncertain (Birch 2019: 3-4). Both
recensions seem to have been redacted in south India (Birch 2019: 4-5).

72 With specific regard of the Amrtasiddhi and the Amaraughaprabodha, the former has a Buddhist Vajrayana
orientation, the latter a Saiva one.



the Amrtasiddhi mentions marana as an alchemical technique where through calcination
or oxidation a substance is made inert. Marana as well as other derivatives from the root
mr (die) are also used to denote the stilling of either the breath or semen.”s Moreover, it
is also plausible that some of Amrtasiddhi’s terminology that derived from Rasa$astra,
such as vedha, marana and puta, was incorporated by the redactor of the
Amaraughaprabodha, perhaps because the meaning of these terms was a shared
representation also outside of esoteric Buddhism.”# To describe the effects of
mahdmudra, the redactor of the Amaraughaprabodha might have been alluding to the
alchemical process of marana, namely heating a substance in a burning pit to reduce it
into ashes, when he refers to maranavastha.”s In this regard, Birch (2019: 20) claims that:

In the Amaraughaprabodha’s description, the pressing of the perineum and
the application of the throat lock (bandha) seem to create something akin
to an alchemical vessel with two halves or lids (dviputa). Presumably, this
vessel is the central channel after it has been blocked above and below by
the locks, which envelop and hold kundalini in a death-like state
(maranavastha).”e

From the perspective of yoga, references to Hathayoga appeared in commentaries on
the PYS, such as Vijfianabhiksu’s YV,”” and Narayanatirtha’s Yogasiddhantacandrika,
shortly after the HP, when Hathayoga was absorbed by Brahmanical traditions.”s On the
alchemical side, White (1996: chapter 3, passim) suggests that the conflation of
hathayoga, rasasastra and Buddhist Tantra, gave birth, around the 13th century CE, to
what is termed by White as “Siddha alchemy,” namely the blending of external alchemy
with internal hathayoga practice. This type of alchemy is claimed in texts to have been

73 Cf. Mallinson and Szénté (2021: 21).
74 Cf, Birch (2019: 15).

75 Cf. Birch (2019: 17, fn. 42). The term maranavastha occurs in the second hemistich of Amaraugha-
prabodha 21.

76 In the context of raising kundalini, as Birch claims (2019: 20), the meaning of maranavastha is not entirely

clear.

77 Cf. YV/PYS 1146 (YV 1932: 266, 26-34; 267: 21-23) primarily for references to Vasistha and the
Vasisthasamhitd in regard to asana. This text does not call its yoga “hatha” but it is very close to the
Yogaydajfiavalkya; and both teach the same form of astangayoga, which is referred to as hatha in the
Dattatreyayogasastra (which attributes it to Yajfiavalkya). Cf. YV/PYS 11.49-50 in regard to to pranayama. I
owe a great deal of gratitude to Jason Birch who kindly shared with me, via email correspondence, the
information above (30/10/2023).

78 Cf, Birch (2019: 26).



taught by Matsyendra, in perhaps the 10th century CE. However, as noted already, in the
Hathayoga literature there is no conflation, nor blending of theories and practices
besides the borrowing of specific terminology, and the use of some alchemical similes.
Moreover, there is not any known text so far blending Hathayoga with alchemy in any
significant way. As mentioned, Brahmana tantric and alchemical systems are also
deeply informed by Buddhist tantric practices. This is particularly so when considering
the Tantra of the Western Transmission, the yogini kaula, and the Natha Siddha
systems.” In light of the Amrtasiddhi and the Amaraughaprabodha, the yogic concept of
mrta/mrtaka—referring to the dead-like body of the yoga practitioner—and the
alchemical conception and technique of marana, connected with the processing of
mercurial preparations and procedures of calcination, indicate particular parallels
between practices in hathayoga and techniques in rasdyana. While in yoga there is a
transformation of the mind and body of the yoga practitioner, which results in psycho-
physical stillness (mrtavat) and ultimately in kaivalya, in rasayana the term mrta
describes the end product of the long process of mercurial calcination and refining
(marana).

Although a considerable amount of Patafijalayoga literature is at our disposal, it is still
not entirely clear what the destiny of the yoga practitioner might be after attaining the
mrtavat state. As seen, this state is the advanced phase of contentless absorption
culminating in kaivalya, namely the contentless of seeing the Self abiding in its own
state.80 This state coincides with liberation or moksa, which is the absence of bondage to
the endless cycle of life and death.s1 Alternatively, kaivalya is a non-commingled state
(purusasyamisribhavah) between the purusa and the buddhis? (buddhipurusa-

79 For a detailed discussion of this topic, see White (1996: 55-57, chapter 3).

80 Cf. YBh/YS I1.6 (YBh 1919: 64, 4-5): svaraipapratilambhe tu tayoh kaivalyam eva bhavati: “When their (drksakti
and darsanasakti) real nature is known, there is indeed the contentlessness of that seeing [of the Self].”

81 Cf, YBh/YS 11.23 (YBh 1919: 92, 2-3): ndtra daréanam moksakaranam adarsanabhavad eva bandhabhavah sa
moksa iti... (YBh 1919: 92, 4): ato dar$anam jiianam kaivalyakaranam uktam: “In this context [of Patafijalayogal,
the vision is not the cause of liberation exactly because of the absence of the non-vision, [thus] moksa
amounts to the absence of bondage [to samsaral... Therefore, the vision which is knowledge is said to be the
cause of contentlessness of that seeing.”

2 Cf. YBh/YS 1125 (YBh 1919: 96, 7-9): tasyadarsanasya abhavad buddhipurusasamyogabhava datyantiko
bandhanoparama ity arthah. etad dhanam. taddrseh kaivalyam purusasyamisribhavah: “The meaning is that
because of the absence of this vision (i.e., correlation between purusa/citta), the ultimate release of bondage
amounts to the non-existence of the relation between purusa and buddhi. This is the case namely the



samyogabhava), and also the ultimate disjunction between the purusa and the gunas.s3
Kaivalya is a neuter abstract noun, a vrddhi formation from the noun/adjective kevala
plus the taddhita suffix syari. It conveys the sense of “perfect isolation, abstraction,
detachment from all other connections, detachment of the soul from matter or further
transmigrations; becoming one with the Supreme; eternal happiness, emancipation,
beatitude; exclusiveness, soleness, individuality, totality,” according to Monier-Williams
(1994: 311). What sort of experience and meaning does Patafjali refer to through the
term kaivalya? Does kaivalya mean final release from the body, namely death, and might
it thus refer in general to yoga as a method to prepare for the departure from the body?
Or rather, once kaivalya is attained, does the practitioner return from it? Arguments can
be made for both interpretations.

It appears that the yoga practitioner who has attained moksa returns to the world as a
jivanmukta, waiting for the burning of the tiny seeds of karma that are left over. Once
these seeds are fully burnt, he can finally abandon the body as a videhamukta at the time
of death. The ideal of moksa, in its aspect of jivanmukti as well as videhamukti, represents
a central concept in Patafijalayoga generally, although, as previously mentioned,
Patafijali uses neither the term jivanmukti nor videhamukti, nor does he explore or
explain the life of the yogin after the attainment of samadhi.34 Although the terms
jivanmukti and videhamukti are absent from the PYS, YBh/YS I1.4 nevertheless contains

contentlessness of that seeing is the absence of purusa’s commingling with the [gunas].”

83 Cf. YBh/YS 1150 (YBh 1919: 168, 14): purusasydtyantiko gunaviyogah kaivalyam: “The state of
contentlessness of that seeing [of the Self] is the ultimate separation between the purusa and the guna.”

84 Although the term jivanmukti does not occur in the PYS, it recurs and is addressed in the commentarial
literature, see: TV/PYS 151 (TV 1919: 169, 26-27): tasya hi bhagavato jivanmuktasya caramadehasya
cittapratisarga eko ‘rthah. “For this Exalted [yogin], released yet alive in the body, whose present body is his
last, has as his sole aim the resolving of the mind-stuff [into its primary cause]” (trans. Woods 1914: 287). In
the YV, since jivanmukti is individuated within a body which has undergone experience, afflictions and so
on, this state is different and distinguished from i$vara who is, by definition, eternally free from karma,
asaya and vipaka, see: YV/PYS 1.24 (YV 1935: 66, 34-35): ekasarirasthatvena tadboghasya eva prasaktatvad iti
jivanmuktasya api i$varasadrsa eva bhogo duhkhabhogamatram isvarad vilaksanam iti. Still concerning jivanmukti,
see: PYV/PYS 1.2 (PYV 1917: 222, 11): anyathd jivanmuktipratipadakasrutyasangatih syat, where Nagesa, aiming
to justify the CU’s statement, distinguishes between liberation through knowledge and a different one
obtained through the arrest of those still-latent stimuli related to acts that have already begun to produce
results (prarabdhakarma); and: tasya tavad eva ciram iti jAianivisayakasruteh jivanmuktisrutes ca. Here Nage$a
quotes the above-mentioned passage from the CU. The same passage from the CU is also quoted in YV/PY$S
L1 (YV 1935: 11, 23). The overall intent of YV and PYV is to distinguish between samprajfiata- and
asamprajfiata-samadhi, where it is theorised that there is a difference concerning the role of knowledge in
both kinds of samadhi. Besides the first pada of YV, Vijiianabhiksu discusses the topic of jivanmukti also in:
YV/PYS11.2, 4,7, 11, 13, 14, 18, 24, 27, 32; 111.18; and V.21, 30, 31. For the idea of jivanmukti as theorised by



an interesting phrase, namely atah ksinaklesah kusalas caramadeha ity ucyate: “Therefore,
the skilful yoga practitioner whose afflictions have waned is said to be in [his] last
body.”s5 The topic under discussion here is kriyayoga (cf. YS 11.1: tapahsvadhyayesvara-
pranidhanani kriyayogah) and its aims, namely, the coming into being of samadhi and the
waning of afflictions (YS 11.2: samadhibhavanarthah klesatantikarandrthas ca).86 Here, the
afflicted (klista) mental events (cittavrttis) represent the afflictions, which play a
fundamental role, because they shape one’s karma deposit (karmasaya).s” YBh/YS 11.2
explains that the steady practice of kriyayoga does not just enhance the state of samadhi,
by making the klesas wane, but also that once the klesas have fully waned, they are
ineffective (aprasavadharminas), just like seeds burnt through the fire of prasankhyana
(prasarikhyanagnind dagdhabijakalpdn).s8 As seen in PYS 1.18, the yoga practitioner is left
with just a remainder of ineffective samskaras. These samskaras are not capable of
generating new karma. Moreover, and this is the relevant point, being in his last body
(caramadeha), the yogin will not be reborn again. In this regard, the PYS does not
directly refer to the condition of jivanmukti, but if this reading is correct it is possible to
draw a conceptual parallel between the state of jivanmukti and the passages above
quoted from PYS 1.5; IL.1, 2, and 4 (see also PYS I1.10, 11). This parallel concerns the
cultivation of kriyayoga, and in turn samadhi and prasankhyana, so that the seeds of
karma become ineffective or fully burnt (dagdhabija).s? This condition ensures that the
yoga practitioner does not attain a new body, thus interrupting the cycle of samsara.

Vijfianabhiksu, see Nicholson (2010: 114-18). See also Chapple (2008: 83-100) for comment on the ideal of
living liberation in Sankhya and yoga. For references on jivanmukti in Patafijalayoga, see Birch (2020: 229,
fn. 108).

85 Cf. YBh/YS 1.4 (YBh 1919: 60, 3).
86 Cf, YSII.1 (YS 1919: 57, 3-4), YS IL.2 (YS 1919: 58, 4-5).

87 Cf. YBh/YS 1.5 (Maas 2006: 16, 4): klesahetukah, karmasayapracaye ksetribhitah, klistah: “[The cittavrttis
considered as] afflicted are those whose causes become the base of karma’s accumulation.”

88 Cf, YBh/YS 1.2 (YBh 1919: 58, 6-8): sa hy dsevyamanah samadhim bhavayati klesams ca pratanitkaroti.
pratanikrtan klesan prasamkhyanagnina dagdhabijakalpan aprasavadharminah karisyatiti: “When properly
practised, this [kriydyoga] brings about samadhi and weakens the afflictions. [Further], by the fire of
meditation, it will render the weakened afflictions unproductive, like parched-up seeds.”

8 It is interesting to note how in PYS 11.26 the metaphor of the burnt seeds is used to refer to false
knowledge (mithyajfiana). The knowledge reducing mithyajfiana to a burnt seed is termed vivekakhyati, the
“discriminative knowledge” of sattvapurusanyatapratyaya, namely the knowledge that discriminates
between sattvaguna and purusa. Cf. YBh/YS 11.26 (YBh 1919: 97, 1-7): sattvapurusanyatdapratyayo vivekakhyatih.
vidhitaklesarajasah sattvasya pare vaisaradye parasyam vasikarasamjfidyam vartamanasya vivekapratyayapravaho
nirmalo bhavati. sa vivekakhyatir aviplavd hanopayah. tato mithyajfianasya dagdhabijabhdvopagamah punas



The progressive fading into a death-like state is a literary image that can be
contextualized within the wider semantic register of South-Asian asceticism and the
ideal of jivanmukti, namely the theme of embodied liberation. Vijanabhiksu, in his
Vijiianamrtabhdsya® (VAB) on Badarayana’s Brahmasitras (BS) 1V.1,15,91 quotes directly
from Chandogya Upanisad (CU) VI1.14, 2: “There is a delay for me here only until I am
freed, but then I will arrive!”2 Vijanabhiksu understands this passage to mean that
there is a delay for those who have already obtained moksa and aspire to full and final
release from the world. The delay (ciram) that is mentioned alternates between the final
liberation or videhamukti, namely the “deliverance through release from the body,” and
Jjivanmukti. That delay is due to the necessity to completely burn the karmic residue still
persisting in the practitioner’s body. However, after the residue is exhausted, the
practitioner is permanently free of embodiment. The final act of emancipation is
therefore final and irreversible.”3 Thus, when moksa involves the attainment of the

cdprasava ity esa moksasya margo hanasyopaya iti. “The discriminative knowledge refers to the notion of the
difference between the sattva [guna] and purusa. However, when the false knowledge is functional, this
[vivekakhyati] vanishes. Once the false knowledge is reduced to the condition of a burnt seed, it is useless,
then the flux of mental images of discrimination becomes pure. [Thus] the sattva is removed from the
afflictions connected with the rajaguna, it endures in the highest form of the luminescence of the intellect,
[and] in the mastery over the elements of prakrti. Being steady, this discriminative knowledge represents
the means of release. Henceforth, the false knowledge is reduced to the condition of a burnt seed, and it is
said to be useless. This is the path towards liberation (moksasya), this is the means of release.”

90 Cf, VAB (1979: 311) on BS IV.1,15.

91 BS 1V.1, 15 (BS 1863: 1080, 1): andrabdhakarye eva tu pirve tadavadheh: “But [for the person aspiring to
liberation] only those former acts whose effects have not yet begun [are removed by knowledge], because
these deeds last [until the death of the body]” (trans. Thibaut 1890: 357, slightly modified). It should be
made clear that the BS does not explicitly address the notion of jivanmukti, and that this term never occurs
in this text.

92 Cf, CU VL.14, 2 (CU 1998: 256, 4-5): tasya tavad eva ciram yavan na vimoksaye’tha sampatsya. (Trans. Olivelle
1998: 257).

93 In Vijianabhiksu’s YV commentary on PYS 1V.29, 30, and 31, three levels of the condition of being
liberated (muktitva) seem to be theorised, although these levels are not fully described in clear terms. The
source of Vijfianabhiksu's theory is probably Tattvasamasa XXII, as Vijiianabhiksu quotes this text when
commenting on YV/PYS 1V.32 (though without quoting the title of the text) for the threefold distinction of
moksa (trividho moksah). Vijfianabhiksu seems to distinguish between:

a) gaunamuktitva (YV/PYS 1V.30), or the lower level of liberation, amounting to fully removing the
causes of sorrow (duhkhanidanatyantoccheddya). This state, following YV/PYS 1V.28, coincides with the
successful practice of samprajfiatasamadhi and leads to the eradication of the klesas and vasands. This level is
reached once vivekakhyati, prasankhyana and dharmameghasamadhi are realized and the practitioner can be
regarded as a jivanmukta;

b) paramukti (YV/PYS 1V.31), or the higher level of liberation, which coincides with a state in



Jjivanmukti state, this state is a preliminary condition to that of videhamukti. As already
seen, the idea of kaivalya is linked with jivanmukti. Patafjali claims (PYS I1.25) that
kaivalya takes place once avidya is removed.®4 The YBh on YS I1.25 explains that once the
correlation between the Self (purusa) and the gunas does not persist anymore, then the
Self abides in its true nature.s But what does that mean? What happens in the
practitioner’s mind and body? It means that once sattva has reached its highest state of
refinement, it is comparable to the purity of the purusa.®¢ Sattva is the luminescent
aspect of prakrti or the most refined among the gunas. At this point, the sattva aspect of
prakrti, along with prakrti’s other constituents, must have undergone the “process of
returning to the original state” (pratiprasava). Once the pratiprasava is achieved, prakrti
itself has no more function to accomplish for the purusa’s sake, and the purusa, here
referred to as citisakti, can finally abide in its natural form.*” Therefore, kaivalya refers to
the state that occurs when the Self or purusa is fully detached from the empirical self
and the entire totality of its psycho-physical activities and states constituting the object
of purusa’s perception. In this sense, kaivalya is contentlessness of that seeing, or the
condition when purusa has no object in sight.

which there is little to know, because of “the full removal of the veiling impurities, due to the perfect level
of knowledge reached” (cf. YS 1V.31) [YS 1919: 203, 4-5]: tada sarvavaranamaldpetasya jianasya anantyat jeyam
alpam);

c) mukhyamoksa (YV/PYS 1V.32) [YV 1935: 448, 37]: paravairagyodayena asamprajfidta-
paramparydjanyam, or the main liberation obtained as the result of the superior form of detachment
(paravairagya), produced in the gradual progress towards objectless-samddhi. This final stage of moksa is
obtained once the gunas have ceased their activity, cf. PYS 11.22; 111.55; and 1V.34.

94 Cf, YS 1125 (YS 1919: 96, 5-6): tadabhavat samyogabhdvo hanam taddrseh kaivalyam: “With the disappearance
of this [avidya], the correlation [between purusa and prakrti also] vanishes. [This is] release, the
contentlessness of that seeing.” This state characterising the purusa can be described as an “abstract” or
“pure” perception, in which the perceiving is completely detached from any object. The purusa, being the
contentless consciousness, witnesses objects without being connected or involved with them.

95 Cf, YBh/YS 11.25 (YBh 1919: 96, 8-9): taddrseh kaivalyam purusasya amisribhavah punar asamyogo gunair ity
arthah...(YBh 1919: 96, 10): tada svariipapratisthah purusa ity uktam. As for the idea of Self’s svariipapratistha,
see YS 1.3: tada drastuh svariipe 'vasthanam. Cf. also YBh/YS 1.3: svaripapratistha tadanim citisaktir yatha
kaivalye.

9 Cf, YS TIL.55 (YS 1919: 174, 10): sattvapurusayoh suddhisamye kaivalyam iti: “Contentlessness [of that seeing]
takes place when there is identity of purity of both the sattva and the purusa.”

97 Cf. YS 1V.34 (YS 1919: 107, 2-3): purusarthasunydnam gunandm pratiprasavah kaivalyam svarupapratistha va
citisaktir iti: “Contentlessness [of that seeing] is a process of returning to the original state of the gunas,
which are devoid of purpose for purusa, or it coincides with the potency of consciousness.”



The state of jivanmukti necessarily concerns karma, or its absence, and the related three-
fold typology of acts, namely accumulated (saficita-), future (andgata-), and commenced
karma (prarabdha-karma). Even if the seeds of saficitakarma and anagatakarma become
ineffective, it is not the same for prarabdha, which, already begun, needs to be
eradicated if the yogin is to attain moksa. Jivanmukti, usually translated as “embodied
liberation,” corresponds to the delay (ciram), mentioned above, during which the
liberated person waits for the karmic residue to burn off.>8 The time when the body falls
away is therefore tied to the end of the fruition of commenced karma (prarabdhakarma).
The recognition of the jivanmukti state is crucial, whether from a practical, didactical or
pedagogical perspective, because teachers who impart instruction about yogic
discipline and theory need to be fully liberated from the ties of samsara. In a yogic
context, the guru needs to recognise and point out paradigmatic yogins whose verbal
testimonies, teachings, acts and experiences should be followed.

In trying to make sense of the implications of the terms mrtavat and mrtakavat, it could
be asked whether or not they are ever linked to the state of kaivalya and jivanmukti. The
textual material so far analysed does not furnish an evident answer. However, what
seems clear is that “being like a dead body” is the result of the psycho-physical
immobility that characterises the advanced phase of asamprajiiatasamadhi, attained
through the constant application of the cessative practice of nirodha. As already
discussed, this practice lies at the core of Patafijalayoga. It seems that once advanced

98 That the condition of jiivanmukti coincides with the extinction of the klesas and samskaras and entering
into the state of prasarikhyana is also addressed by Vijiianabhiksu, when commenting on YV/PYS I1.2 (1935:
141, 37-39): pratanakrtams ca suskendhanatulyan krtan klesan kriyayogah svayam uddipitena prasarikhyanagnind
vivekakhyativahnina dagdabijavad aprasavadharmino ‘prasavasvabhavan samskarajanakan karisyati,
jivanmiktidasayam iti sesah: “Moreover, the yoga of action (kriyayoga) will make, by means of the self-
awakened flame of prasankhyana as brought forth through discriminative knowledge, the afflictions (klesas)
weak, similar to dried kindling, [and it will not cause] the rise of mental impressions which are [now] empty
of their own nature [and], just like dried seeds, not capable of producing [anything else]. [To make the
meaning clearer] the expression ‘in the state of jivanmukti’ should be supplied in the Bhasya text.” The
wording of the Bhasya on YS 11.2, which Vijfianabhiksu suggests implies jivanmukti, is: pratanikrtan klesan
prasamkhydanagnind dagdhabijakalpan aprasavadharminah karisyati iti. On Vijfianabhiksu’s understanding of
jivanmukti, see also YV/PYS 114 (1935: 144, 32-33): prasarikhyanavato vivekasaksatkarino jivanmuktasya
dagdhaklesabijataya sammukhibhiite sannikrste pi visaye 'sau klesanam sammukhibhavah punar na bhavati. Here
the YV states that for a jivanmukta who has obtained vivekakhydti, the surviving klesas bear no
consequences. The same idea is also conveyed in YV/PYS IL4 (1935: 145, 30-31): jivanmuktanam
visayasannikarse 'pi klesan abhivyakteh klesasamskara eva tada na asti viveke kaivalya iva iti bhramam nirasyati
satam iti. Later in the text, Vijfianabhiksu relates that the experience, namely bhoga, amounts to a
secondary factor (gauna) for a jivanmukta, because experience exhibits an evident aspect of pleasure and so
on: cf. YV/PYS 1.6 (1935: 154, 28): jivanmuktasya ca gauna eva bhogah sukhadisaksatkarariipa ity vaksyam. The
text alluded to by Vijaianabhiksu through the words ity vaksyam has yet to be traced.



yoga practitioners have reached the peak of meditative absorption, they become
jivanmuktas. A jivanmukta has acquired discriminative knowledge (vivekakhyati) and has
burnt off karmic residues (karmasaya), mental impressions (samskaras) and latent-
impressions (vasands), and attained detachment from mistaken knowledge (avidya) and
prakrti. A jivanmukta has attained the status of an advanced yogin who has gone through
all the stages of meditative absorption up to kaivalya. On the yogic path, through the
cessative practice of nirodha, the jivanmukta eventually seems like a dead body because
there is no more psycho-physical activity of any sort. In this sense, being mrtakavat or
mrtavat represent the mark or proof of the attainment of the final stage of Patafijalayoga,
namely kaivalya. Although seemingly cadaverous, the jivanmukta is nevertheless alive
but in the other realm, namely, that of the Self or purusa.

Yoga can be understood as a “technology of the self,” namely a technique for
abandoning the body at the time of death, in which this act is conceived of as a
deliberate way of choosing one's death.” Is yoga a regulated method for the
abandoning of the body in general, and a way of inducing one’s own death? Is death a
necessary condition to achieve liberation (moksa)? The literature of Patafijalayoga does
not seem to offer any specific answers to this question. It is not clear whether or not the
Patafijalayoga sources imply that liberation can only be achieved once the practitioner’s
body is released at the time of death. However, a tentative answer might be found in the
last pada of Kalidasa’s Raghuvamsa (1.8):190 yogena ante tanutyajam “At death, [they]
abandon their bodies through yoga.” Describing the four stages of human life
(varnasrama), as represented in the behaviour of people depicted in the Raghu dynasty,
Kalidasa tells how through employing yoga practice the body is abandoned at the end of
life; it is to be practised by life-renouncers and ascetics. This last group in particular,
besides abandoning their social personalities and roles, accepted their own death not
only in the sociological but also in the physical sense. However, although the ascetic is
ideologically “free,” he is pragmatically limited by the rules of specific monastic
communities and regulated interactions with the laity. What is salient here is the

9 On yoga as a technique for dying, see Gerety (2021). The evidence presented in this study—from the
Mahabharata and Bhagavad Gitd, Jaiminiya and Kauthuma Samaveda, Svetdsvatara, Chandogya, Mundaka, Katha,
and Maitrayaniya Upanisads, and PYS—show that this technique is grounded in a Brahmanical milieu, and
on a contemplative praxis organized around the om meditation, and that this meditation takes place at a
crucial threshold at the moment of death. However, discussing om reciting in the PYS, Gerety (2021: 238)
notes that in it there is no mention of the moment of death; it departs significantly from the Brahmanical
soteriologies he examines.

100See Kale’s edition of Raghuvamsa (1922: 5). I am grateful to Peter Pasedach, who kindly pointed me to
Kalidasa’s stanza.



association between death and yoga practitioners, or more generally asceticism.
Renunciates, whether of Brahmanical, Buddhist, or Jaina affiliation, are structurally
outside the cycle of birth and death and are thus regarded as “technical operators of
death.”101

But what about the case in which the transition from jivanmukti to videhamukti is
implied? Is there a way to relate mrtakavat/mrtavat and jivanmukti with videhamukti?
Kalidasa’s Raghuvamsa (1.8) offers supportive evidence on how the practice of yoga can
be connected to the final release from the body:

Saisave 'bhyastavidyanam yauvane visayaisinam /
varddhake munivrttinam yogenante tanutyajam //

[I will tell about the dynasty of the Raghus who] spent their adolescence
in the study of letters, enjoyed pleasures in their youth, led an
anchorite’s life in their old age, and who, at the end [of their lives],
released their bodies through yoga [fixed their mind in meditation upon
Brahman)] (slightly modified translation from Kale [1922: 2]).

Mallinatha’s commentary, entitled Safijivant, on Raghuvamsa 1.8, provides support for the
understanding of Kalidasa’s stanza, which depicts through adjectives, declined in the
locative case, the various stages of life (Saisave, yauvane, varddhake, and ante) of people in
the Raghu dynasty.192 Commenting on the second half of the pada (1.8), namely yogena
ante tanutyajam,1%3 referred to above, Mallinatha1o4 states that the word ante occurring in
the stanza refers to the time of abandoning the body (sariratyagakale), which is a
reference to the time of death. The term yogena, occurring in the instrumental case,
points to yoga as a means, namely a meditative practice grounded on the contemplation
on the higher Self (paramatmadhyanena). Immediately after, Mallinatha quotes verbatim
from Amarasimha’s thesaurus, entitled Amarakosa or Namalinganusasana (111.3.22). The

101 This expression and topic are also discussed by Samuel (2008: 128-31).

102 The specific reference to the Raghu dynasty could be read here as an example of a paradigmatic or
universal pattern of existence and living in the world, which could be instantiated in the life of any person
(Brahmana) who follows the example of the Raghus. In this sense, as suggested by Mallinatha’s
commentary (Kale 1922: 5), a reference to the well-known four varnasramadharmas (brahmdcarin, grhasta,
vanaprastha, samnyasin/bhiksu) is implied in this context.

103 This expression and topic are also discussed by Samuel (2008: 128-131).

104 Cf, Kale (1922: 5).



Amarakosa presents five meanings for the lexeme “yoga”:105 a) sannahana, “making one’s
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self ready,” “stripe,” “tying together,” “equipment, armour”; b) updya, “means,
instrument”; ¢) dhydna, “concentration, meditation”; d) sangati, “relation, union”; and
e) yukti, “reasoning.” What seems to be implied in Kalidasa’s verse and Mallinatha’s
analysis is a reference to the practice of yoga as a means to brace oneself for the
departure from the body, namely death. Also suggested by the various meanings
attributed to the term yoga occurring in the Amarakosa, hinted at by Mallinatha, is that

yoga is thus a “method” to cope with the process of the abandonment of the body.

Although not ensuing from Patafijalayoga literature, other textual sources in the Vedas
and epics connect the practice of yoga with abandoning the body. This topic has been
referred to elsewhere as “dying as a yogic event” (White 2009: 68), in the context of
chariot warriors described in the Mahabharata. In some passages, the hero performs a
self-willed death and is referred to as a yogayukta. In this sense, the practice of yoga
leads the practitioner to abandon the body as a videhamukta at the time of death, as
other literature would term this event. Various passages from the Upanisadso¢ and the
epics indicate that the practice of yoga at the time of death will ensure definitive
liberation. For instance, in the Mahabharata (XV1.5.18-25), when Krsna decided that the
time had come to leave the body, he restrained together (sannirudh-) his senses, speech
and mind and reached mahayoga. Yet in the Mahabharata there are several cases of
individuals, such as Bhisma, Drona, Bhiirisravas and Suka, who are depicted as
yogayukta, a term that most often appears in narratives in which dying warriors prepare
themselves for the final journey to the world of the gods and enter the disk of the
sun.17 According to White (2009: 33, 60), there exist two types of beings who are

105 Cf, Kale (1922: 5): yogah sannahanopayadhyanasangatiyuktisu ity amarah. For Amarakosa, cf.
Namalinganusasanam (Sharma and Sardesai 1941: 274). See also Squarcini (2015: xlii-xliii), where the author
provides other meanings also according to Nanarthamafijari I, 264-265: yogah samnahanopaya-
dhyanasamgatiyuktisu // yogasiitre dravyalabhe viskambhadau ca bhesaje; and the Sabdaratnapradipa 1.51: yogo
jatir visesas ca samyogo yoga ity api // yogas cagamilabhah syat samadhir yoga ucyate.

106 See Gerety (2021: 225-233).

107 See White 2009: 67. The reference to the ascension to the immortal realm is a theme that permeates all
major schools of Indian thought, stretching back to the early Vedic fire sacrifice. Malamoud (2002: 14-15)
claims that in the Vedic tradition, witnessed, for example in the Satapatha Brahmana X.5, 2, 8-13 (c.8th cent.
BCE), there is the notion that each living being is connected to the sun by means of a rasmi (ray) attached to
the centre of the heart. See also, Chandogya Upanisad VI1.6.5-6 (c.7th-6th cents. BCE; Olivelle 1998: 279), and
Mundaka Upanisad 1.2.11 (3rd-1st cents. BCE; Olivelle 1998: 441). By the time of the early Upanisads, this
concept is internalized in the body of the ascetic, where the process of ascension is understood to occur
along a central channel running from the heart up through the crown of the head to the sun beyond. Along
this channel are situated various points of concentration, such as the heart. The ascetic, by drawing his



capable of piercing the orb of the sun and entering the immortal realm for good: the
parivrajaka (wandering ascetic) and the yogayukta, one who is “yoked to yoga” at the
time of death. In the Mahabhdrata, the notion of yoga is generally aligned with the PYS
understanding of yoga as samadhi, and this can also be also recognised in the practices
engaged in by the Mahabhdrata’s yogayuktas at the time of death. Sitting down, holding
together the breaths and the senses, the ascetic—and also the warrior in the case of the
Mahabharata—yokes himself to yoga, and with eyes focused on the goal (eyes turning
upwards), hitched to his prana (his subtle chariot), he ascends along the ray (rasmi) from
the central channel to pierce the sun (crown of the head) and attain brahmaloka.108

Within the Mahabharata, the Bhagavad Gita (c. 2nd cent. BCE-2nd cent. CE) offers a
narrative of the hero’s dying as yogic event. Through yogic dying the hero can
transcend his death. In this regard, Gerety (2021: 233) quotes Malinar: “Dying is not
regarded as the end, but as a ‘threshold’ which brings about another state of being.”
Death is thus a transition that must be carefully prepared for by a specific training in
meditation. The Gita (VII1.10-13)1% also has relevant verses that concern the practice of
yoga at the time of death:

prayanakale manasdcalena
bhaktya yukto yogabalena caiva /
bhruvor madhye pranam avesya samyak
sa tam param purusam upaiti divyam // VIIL.10 //
yad aksaram vedavido vadanti
visanti yad yatayo vitaragah /
yad icchanto brahmacaryam caranti
tat te padam samgrahena pravaksye // VIIL.11 //
sarvadvarani samyamya
mano hrdi nirudhya ca /
murdhny adhayatmanah pranam
asthito yogadharanam // ViiL.12 //
om ity ekaksaram brahma
vydharan mam anusmaran /

senses inwards and focusing his breath on this central channel, is equipped to ascend to the sun and enter
the immortal realm. Over the next millennium, this ascension-body model is progressively developed into a
number of systematised, internal, yogic maps of the body.

108 This belief can be traced back to Katha Upanisad V1.10-11 (Olivelle 1998: 401).

109 As translated in McLaughlin (2021: 10). For the Sanskrit text, see GRETIL edition, accessed:


http://gretil.sub.uni-goettingen.de/gretil/1_sanskr/2_epic/mbh/ext/bhgce__u.htm
http://gretil.sub.uni-goettingen.de/gretil/1_sanskr/2_epic/mbh/ext/bhgce__u.htm

yah prayati tyajan deham
sa yati paramam gatim // VII1.13 //

At the time of death, with unmoving mind, and yoked with devotion by
the power of yoga, having caused the prana, the vital breath, to enter the
middle of the eyebrows, he, fully absorbed, goes up to the divine Supreme
Being (VIIL.10).

That which the knowers of the Vedas call the imperishable, which the
ascetics, free from passion, enter, desiring which they undertake the
celibate life, that step I will explain to you briefly (VIIL.11).

Having closed all the gates to the body, and restrained the mind in the heart,
having placed one’s vital breath in the head, established in the concentration
of yoga (VIIL12).

Uttering “Orn,” the single-syllable that is Brahman and remembering me,
he, who dies abandoning the body [in this way], goes to the supreme
(VIIL13).

Concerning the topic of “dying as a yogic event,” it is interesting to note how in current
Hindi parlance the term samadhi is used to refer to a burial site. In South Asia, since the
time of the older Upanisads (McLaughlin, 2021: 9-13), it is common practice that when
death comes to exemplary yoga practitioners or sages, their perfected body is generally
buried rather than cremated, and the burial site indicated by a special marker.110 Such a
burial site is called a samadhi. In its functional aspect, the samadhi shrine has resonances
with Buddhist and Jaina stiipas and Sufi dargahs (tomb/shrine). Jiane$var’s samadhi
shrine is believed to date from the late 13th century, after which time many of the
datable Hindu samadhi sites were established.

In conclusion, this study has aimed to provide evidence for the occurrence, use and
meaning of the death simile mrtavat/mrtakavat, when connected with the cessative
practice of nirodha. The similative expression mrtavat/mrtakavat simply describes not
only how the yoga practitioner outwardly appears like a cadaver, but it also conveys the

110 See Bithnemann (2007); Bakker (2007). In some ascetic traditions, the deceased body of the guru is
immersed in water, a practice known as jalasamadhi (water burial). See Kane (1974: 938-42); Pandey (1969:
256-57).



image of the extraordinary psycho-physical immobility or stillness of
asamprajfiatasamadhi, which is a condition that is necessary to attain the purpose of
Patafijalayoga, namely, the state of kaivalya. Moreover, remaining in a quasi-death-like
state is proof of the orthopraxis of yoga. It signifies the mastery of the yoga praxis of
cessation (nirodha), achieved mainly through breath control and seated meditation
posture (asana) practice (PYS 11.46-47). This mastery leads to the full attainment of
asamprajiiatasamadhi, which conquers death and the five afflictions (klesa), including the
will to live (abhinivesa, cf. PYS 11.9). Having attained contentless samadhi, two paths are
viable: to return to the world as a jivanmukta, in the case where the practitioner still has
seeds of karma to burn; or to abandon the body at the time of death as a videhamukta. In
the former case, this state is apparently connected to the condition of death,
temporarily entailing the cessation of any sort of psycho-physical stimuli. Although the
yoga practitioner has voluntarily ceased his psycho-physical functions, he is
nonetheless able to return to his body and the ordinary functions of the mind. In the
latter case, by inducing one’s own death, yoga can also be a method to abandon the
body at the time of death.

As discussed above, the term nirodha describes the fundamental cessative attitude and
all-encompassing practice that applies to all of the psycho-physical stages of
Patafijalayoga, which the practitioner has to observe. This reading and comprehensive
definition of yoga as nirodha (cf. YS 1.2: yoga$ cittavrttinirodhah) is also suggested by
Vacaspatimisra.ll! It is only through the steady and persistent performance of nirodha
that the practitioner fades into the dead-like state depicted as mrtavat or mrtakavat.
What follows is a hypothetical reconstruction of the process of nirodha, as described in
the yogasastra of Patafijali. The texts present a precise technique of meditative
absorption, in which the mind is progressively emptied of its content. This psycho-
physical vacuum is realized through a process, sketched below, of the inhibition of the
mind’s states and functions, following four different registers of nirodha:112

1 cf, TV/PYS 1.1 (TV 1919: 2, 23-24): pravrttinimittam tu yogasabdasya cittavrttinirodha eveti paramarthah. In
his previous statement, Vacaspati stated that the use of the term yoga is to be derived from the verbal root
yuj- in the sense of samddhi, namely absorption, and not in the sense of (ordinary) conjunction (yuja
samadhau ity asmad vyutpannah samadhyartho na tu yujir yoge ity asmdt samyogartha ity arthah). In this reading
of yoga, samadhi results exclusively from yogic practices (vyutpattinimittamatrabhidhdanam ca etad yogah
samadhir iti).

1z This reconstruction is hypothetical and elaborated for heuristic reasons, as the PYS does not provide
specific details of the dynamics of nirodha. However, scattered in the PYS a distinction can be discerned
between different levels or aspects of nirodha. Among these, two generic forms can be detected, which, in
turn, can be further analysed into four sub-forms. The two main typologies of nirodha can be here labelled
as generic forms, namely samprajfiagtasamadhi and asamprajfiatasamadhi. These two concern the distinct



1. Cittavrttinirodha: the first negation is achieved by accomplishing cessation (nirodha) of
any sort of cittavrttis, that is to the five-fold classification of mental occurrences (cf. YS
1.6: pramanaviparyayavikalpanidrasmrtayah). This level can be characterized as full
awareness of vivekakhyati.

2. Pratyayanirodha: the second negation comprises a further application of nirodha to any
stimulus that stimulates cittavrttis. This practice, known as viramapratyaya, eradicates
any concept (pratyaya) in the mind. In this state, the mind’s content is marked only by
the subliminal impressions that are left over (samskarasesa) from the practice of
viramapratyaya. This form of practice is described in YS 1.18, IIL.9. Once this threshold is
surpassed, the door to dharmameghasamadhi, rtambharaprajfia,’’3 nirbijasamadhi,14 and
asamprajiiatasamadhi is opened.115

3. Samskaranirodha: this practice leads to the cessation of samskaras and their relative
deposits (asaya, cf. YS 1.24; 11.12), whose function consists, through the vasanas (cf. YS/
YBh 1V.8), in giving shape to individual psycho-physicalstimuli (pratyayas) and mental

application of nirodha to citta in its emergent state (vyutthana) and the different levels of samdpatti up to
asmitd, and to citta in its niruddha state.

113 The expression rtambhara occurs in YS 1.48 and YBh/YS IIL.51, but it does not receive a specific
rtambhareti samjiia bhavati. anvartha ca sa satyam eva bibharti na tatra viparyagandho ’py astiti. Rtambhara,
according to YBh/YS I11.51 (YBh 1919: 169, 3), is a peculiar state taking place in those yoga practitioners of
the madhubhtimika class: rtambharaprajfio dvitiyah. The complete taxonomy of the types of yoga practitioners
also includes prathamakalpika, prajiigjyotis and atikrantabhavaniya, cf. YBh/YS 111.51 (YBh 1919: 169, 1-2):
catvarah khalv ami yoginah prathamakalpiko madhubhamikah prajaajyotir atikrantabhavaniyas ceti.

114 Nirbija is mentioned in YBh/YS 1.2 (atas tasyam viraktam cittam tam api khyatim nirunaddhi. tadavastham
samskdropagam bhavati. sa nirbijah samadhih); as already seen, in YBh/YS 118 (esa nirbijah samadhir
asamprajfiatah); in YS 1.51 (tasyapi nirodhe sarvanirodhan nirbijah samadhih) and in YS 1118 (tad api bahirangam
nirbijasya) where it is stated that the three antararngas, namely dhdarana/dhyana/samadhi, are regarded as
“outer members,” that is aids (here bahirangas, in the sense of auxiliary or secondary means), to attain
contentless absorption.

115 AsamprajAata, as well its opposite, is an interesting expression which has often puzzled translators such
as Jha (1907) who renders it as “unconscious,” or Dvivedi’s (1943) “Ultra-cognitive.” However, considering
that the form a/samprajfiata is a past passive participle, and as such is rendered as “distinguished,
discerned, accurately known.” If this term is not properly contextualized, it may lead one to ignore the
function and role of the object of concentration/absorption, which amounts to what is known or not-
known in samddhi. Cf. YBh/YS 1.1, where asamprajfiata is related to nirbijasamadhi: sa nirbijah samadhih / na
tatra kimcit samprajfidyata ity asamprajfiatah; in YBh/YS 1.2: sarvavrttinirodhe tv asamprajfiatah samadhih; YBh/
YSI1.18.



events (cittavrttis).116 The cessation of samskaras can also be described as sarvanirodha,
mentioned in YS .51, which is also characterised as nirbijasamadhi.!1” This represents
the final application of nirodha to the samskaras, whose annihilation leads to kaivalya,
the ultimate goal of yoga.

4. Nirodhasamadhi: this state is one in which there is the complete cessation of any
mental stimulus. It is equivalent to nirbijasamadhi, and corresponds to kaivalya (drseh
kaivalyam).118

It is in reference to this last form of nirodha that the various similes of death become
fully pertinent. Chronologically, these kinds of metaphors are evident in the
Hathapradipika of Svatmarama (who uses the terms kdsthavat and mrtavat), the YV of
Vijiidnabhiksu (who refers to mrtakavat), and the PYV of Nage$a Bhatta (who also uses
the term mrtavat). As analysed above, the seemingly dead-like state attained by the yoga
practitioner during asamprajfiatasamadhi is the final goal of Patafijalayoga. It is not an
actual death, rather its opposite, which is the condition of being fully alive in the realm
of purusa, even though psycho-physical bodily functions are put to rest. To realise the
purusa and let it fully shine, effort and world-renouncing practices are therefore
imperative.l1® In this sense, by inhibiting and renouncing social bonds, and finding
stillness of mind and body, the yoga practitioner seems as if dead.

16 1t is interesting to note that the PYS talks of two varieties of samskdras, as stated in YS IIL9: a)
vyutthanasamskara, namely the subliminal-activators of the emergent-state of consciousness; and b)
nirodhasamskara, the subliminal-activators of the restricted-state of consciousness. In YS 1.50 another
samskara is mentioned. This samskara is born from insight (prajfia) and obstructs the other samskaras. That
the samskaras are related to past activities can be read in YS 111.18, where is told that they are the causes, in
the form of subliminal traces (vasana), of memory and afflictions, and also the causes of fruition (vipaka) of
right or bad actions (dvaye khalv ami samskdarah smrtiklesahetavo vasanaripd vipakahetavo
dharmadharmaripah).

17 Cf. YS L.51: tasydpi nirodhe sarvanirodhan nirbijah samadhih: “Since everything has ceased when even
[prajfiasamskara] has ceased, seedless samadhi arises.

118 Cf. YS 11.25 (YS 1919: 96, 5-6): tadabhavat samyogabhdvo hanam taddrseh kaivalyam: “By means of the
annihilation of this [avidya, cf. YS 11.24: asya hetur avidya], the correlation disappears. This is cessation, the
contentlessness of that seeing.” Also cf. YBh/YS 1125 (YBh 1919: 96, 8-9): taddrseh kaivalyam
purusasyamisribhavah punar asamyogo gunair ity arthah: “This is the cessation, the contentlessness of that
seeing, the unmixed state of the Self; in other words, the state in which [the purusa] is not again correlated
with world-constituents (guna).”

119 In the commentarial literature, there are nevertheless critics of Patafijalayoga. Abhinavagupta’s first
dhnika of Tantraloka (see Torella 2019) lists the uselessness of yogangas (yoganganupayogitva); and in the
ninth chapter of the Hamsavildsa of Hamsamittthu, a saiva Gujarati author born in 1738 CE (see Vasudeva
2011), there are similar objections. An anonymous opponent’s opinion is reported by the naiyayika
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