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Sacred Traditions 
The Heritage, Philosophy, & History of Yoga 

By Danny Arguetty 
 
PRE-VEDIC 

Yoga’s roots began around 2500 BCE on the 
banks of the Indus River (modern day Pakistan). 
The Indus Valley Civilization (IVC) flourished in an 
area of land two times the size of California. The 
people began as animal herders in countryside 
villages but over time discovered the rich soil on 
the flood plains of the Valley. The fertile nutrients 
generated superior crop yields of cotton, sesame, 
peas, and barley. Soon two large urban centers 
Mohenjo-daro and Harappa began to boom 
enabling the Indus people to trade with 
neighboring civilizations. The two urban areas 
continued to thrive for over eight hundred years.  

 
Archeologists have extracted many artifacts from the region 
and among animal statues, pots, coins and tools they found a 
“square seal depicting a nude male deity with three faces, 
seated in yogic position on a throne, wearing bangles on both 
arms and an elaborate headdress. Five symbols of the Indus 
script appear on either side of the headdress which is made of 
two outward projecting buffalo style curved horns, with two 
upward projecting points. A single branch with three papal 
leaves rises from the middle of the headdress. Seven bangles 
are depicted on the left arm and six on the right, with the 
hands resting on the knees. The heels are pressed together 
under the groin and the feet project beyond the edge of the throne. The feet of the 
throne are carved with a hoof of a bovine as is seen on the bull and unicorn seals. The 
seal may have not been fired, but the stone is very hard.  A grooved and perforated 
boss is present on the back of the seal.” 1 
 
Scholars theorize that the IVC had a deep-rooted spirituality centered around the 
sacredness of water, a feminine mother/earth Goddess, a masculine Shiva-like 

                                                
1 www.harappa.com 
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shamanistic character, and a combinatory being similar to Ardhanareshwara (a half 
female/half male deity). As in many ancient cultures animals were an important part of 
the tradition, especially the deer, water buffalo and elephant.   
 

     
 
 
VEDIC AGE 

Around 1750 the IVC began to 
collapse. Scholars hypothesize the 
decline was due to a combination 
of monsoon floods and the influx of 
Proto-Indo-Europeans known as 
‘Arya’ or Aryans (noble ones) who 
began their migration into the 
Punjab region around 1500 BCE. 
They conquered the land, 
assimilated ideas and took on 
some of the values of the local 

‘dasa’ (dark skinned) people2. In addition to governing ideals the Arya brought with them 
an evolving form of spirituality rooted in texts known as Vedas (knowledge). One way 
scholars have been able to trace the origin of these texts is through linguistic analysis. 
For example, in Sanskrit the word véda is derived from the root ‘vid’- to know. This is 
reconstructed as being derived from the Proto-Indo-European root ‘u̯eid’-, meaning see 
or know. “Striking parallels to Vedic ritual and religion appear in ancient Iranian religion, 
as found in the texts of Zoroastrianism preserved in a language, closely related to Vedic 
Sanskrit, namely Avestan.”3   
 
The Rig Veda was the first of a set of four texts and was structured in 1,028 hymns 
collected over a thousand-year period. These hymns were “to be recited during ritual, 
praising various divinities. They were composed by a number of bards or bardic 
families, over a period of several hundred years, at the very least, as linguistic and 

                                                
2 Professor Douglas Brooks, www.rajanaka.com  
3 Jamison & Witzel, Vedic Hinduism p. 30 
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stylistic evidence shows.”4 The claim of the Rig Veda involved the ‘Rhishis’ or seers who 
sat in deep states of meditation, traveled inwardly and captured the pulsation of the 
universe/nature in poetical hymns known as ‘sutras’ (threads). The Rhishis explored 
sound meditations, visual meditations on deities, and their mind and heart space. Their 
practices included concentration, observation, breath, and mantra recitation in their daily 
routines5.   
 
Over time three other texts evolved from these core hymns and 
were known as the Yajur Veda (mantras mixed with prose 
commentary), Sama Veda (collection of chants extracted from Rig 
Veda), and Artharva Veda (teachings on magical healing spells, 
hymns dealing with marriage, death & royal power6). Each book 
expanded further into four sub-categories. The Samhitas give 
instruction on sacrificial hymns and mantras; the Brahmanas 
involve instructions on how to carry out ritual practices and 
sacrifice; and the Aranyakas are considered wilderness texts for 
forest dwellers to perform inquiry outside of daily householder living. All of the future 
texts that arise in Hinduism and in the Yoga Tradition are rooted in the soil of these 
ancient books. It is valuable to note that the Vedic culture relied solely on oral recitation 
and transmission to keep their teachings alive between generations. Only in 300 BCE 
did writing begin to appear in the Indian sub-continent. As a result the Vedic world is 
filled with song, storytelling and an emphasis on the power of speech to transmit the 
successive order of ritual and ancient teachings.   

 
As Vedic culture evolved it was primarily 
characterized by the idea of outer sacrifice. During 
this time a priestly class known as the Brahmans 
dominated society as the spiritual elite. They took it 
upon themselves to provide a ritual articulation of 
Vedic hymns and included the panchabhutas (five 
elements), as offerings to deities in many ceremonial 
acts.  
 

The overarching societal belief at the time involved the idea that the divide between 
man and God could be bridged or at least mitigated by performing particular 
sacramental acts. One aspect of these practices involved the affirmation of harmonious 
coexistence between man and the larger cosmic order. The second aspect was more 
focused on winning the favor of a specific deity and thus receiving the fruits of their 

                                                
4 Jamison & Witzel, Vedic Hinduism p. 6  
5 Georg Feuerstein, Yoga Tradition p. 101  
6 Jamison & Witzel, Vedic Hinduism p. 7 
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offering7. To build a positive relationship with the Gods (Devas) 
the priests would offer and dissolve physical objects of this world 
that then in turn would become whole again in the realms of the 
Gods. Many of these rituals centered around a grand sacrificial 
fire known as the Yajna (YAG-nah) where grains, oils, ghee, milk, 
rosewater, honey, and sandalwood paste were thrown into the 
flames. Vedic ritual lacked a permanent structure like a temple 
and instead a sacrificial ground was chosen according to the 
characteristics of the ritual. The sacrifice involved the person/family receiving the 
benefits of the rite, the priests, and “the gods, a selection of whom (varying according to 
the ritual) are invited to attend, offered a comfortable seat…entertained with praise and 
song, and given food and drink in the form of oblations: each offering in the fire is made 
to a particular god or set of gods…8” Most Vedic Gods were male including Indra (king 
of Gods), Agni (fire), Soma (moon), and Rudra (ferocious). The most prominent Vedic 
Goddesses included Vac (speech), Usha (dawn), Sarasvati (river), and Prithivi (earth). 
As Vedic culture evolved the prescriptive nature of the sacrifices began to trump the 
realizations garnered from inquiry and practice embodied by the Rhishis.   
 
PRE-CLASSICAL 

The pre-classical era takes place between 
2500-100 BCE. Instead of ritual practices 
dominated by the priestly class, many began to 
crave a more personal experience of spirituality. 
Sages went into the forests for deeper inquiry 
and redirected the outer sacrifice internally. 
Their discoveries were recited and passed 

down as the Upanishads (sit down near) which emerge at the end of the Vedas to both 
extend the Vedantic teachings and inject new concepts of their own around 700 BCE. 
Priests continued to be an important part of society but were more often consulted for 
ceremonies related to birth, marriage and death. For deeper practices most turned to 
teachers outside of the priestly order and convened in small groups or one-on-one 
practice sessions.  
 
There are many Upanishadic texts (between fifty and three hundred) including the 
Brihad, Katha, Mandukya, Aranyaka, Chandogya, Kaushtaki, Aitareya, Taittiriya and 
Kena. The teachings of the Upanishads take the entire process of the universe and 
reflect it into the human journey. This claim, that the immortal source of being is fully in 
residence within the human experience, sets the Upanishads further apart from the 
teachings of the Vedas. Other teachings of these texts include the ideal that Atman 

                                                
7 Professor Douglas Brooks 
8 Jamision & Witzel, Vedic Hinduism, p.35 
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(self) is the result of Brahman (the all of everything) having expanded in the process of 
manifested creation. When we realize this ideal we become liberated from our small 
sense of self and the trappings of human birth. If we continue to occlude from this 
knowing we return back to the human experience based on our karma (principle of 
cause and effect).    As a result of these goals many Upanishadic practices focus on 
structural repetitions that explain the relationship and process of expansion from 
essence outward (think Big Bang) and then the voyage of retracing from the finite back 
to the infinite core of being. Where as the Vedic ritual was focused on mimicking or 
cultivating a certain universal maintenance the Upanishads shifted the focus to 
garnering a depth of understanding and greater participation in the universe. “A main 
spiritual aim of the times involved the contemplation of how do we arrive back at the 
place of source, cause and origin. How do we trace the voyage from the many to the 
one and experience the singular within ourselves. These teachings reminded us that 
when we fail to identify with this core essence that we get stuck failing to recognize that 
there is more than meets the eye.”9  

 
 One strategy or gateway on this journey of recognizing the 
interconnectedness of life was through the use of the life force 
or prana. The Upanishads state that prana is much more then 
just the breath. Prana inhabits and weaves together the 
macrocosm and microcosm of existence and we can utilize it 
as an ally for increased awareness and as an aid in our ability 
to tap back into the core of being. The Koshas or layers of self 
arise from the teachings of the Taittiriya-Upanishad (2.1-9) 
and invite us into the idea that we are multidimensional 
beings made up of body, breath, mind/emotions, intuition, and 
a deep inner core of sweetness, integration, and soul. The 

famous syllable AUM is rooted in the teachings of the Upanishads and is mentioned in 
many of the texts. Particular elaborations on the sound and its meaning are found the 
Mandukya, Chandogya, Katha and Taittiriya texts. The Mandukya is a twelve-verse text 
solely dedicated to the teachings of AUM. Verses one and two speak about the 
relationship between self and absolute, verses three through seven detail the four levels 
of consciousness, and verses eight through twelve explain the four sounds of AUM and 
their meaning. View YouTube video http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fNruveUaeRg for 
a more detailed explanation. 
 

                                                
9 Professor Douglas Brooks, History of Yoga Lectures, www.srividyalaya.com 
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As the Upanishads took root a new strategy entered the ethos of Indian culture; the 
ascetical lifestyle, a way of being that Vedic time period never endorsed (partly because 
the culture was very pastoral; during the Upanishads the subcontinent became settled 
with more towns/cities, opening up the desire and idea of getting away to a place that is 
outside of society’s daily structures). The first evolution of this concept invited the 
ascetic lifestyle late in life, after an individual lived in the world, garnered insight and 
power, and gave back to society. In a sense it was a time of retreat, not in the search of 
profound truths, but instead a time to savor and embark on the process of self-discovery 
of a different kind. The key is that this idea of asceticism was not advocating 
renunciation in order to attain a ‘better than state’, but instead to grow our already 
present awareness in the context of solitude and holding out the possibility of returning 
back into the world to make an even greater offering.  

 
Over time new schools of thought rose up claiming that life is a 
problem to be solved, full of suffering and unhealthy desire. In 
order to return back to the source and origin of life the ascetic 
model shifted into a strategy of gaining power over the 
uncomfortable realties of the world. The main idea involved 
renouncing the material world and stepping into a rigorous 
committed practice regimen in order to garner greater control 
over life. The theory stated that over several lifetimes of 
practice one can eventually clean up their karma and be 
removed from the cycles of birth and death. The key to the 
ascetic traditions involves the idea that we can attain a 

perfected state that contains finality and completion, a concept foreign to the earlier 
teachings of the Vedas. Ascetic schools included the Jains in 600 BCE who brought 
forth the teachings of karma as a force that keeps track of our moral behavior over 
several lifetimes, ahimsa or non-violence, and aparigraha or non-attachment. The Jains 
devised a system comprised of fourteen stages to liberation that involved practices of 
attention, self-restraint, and pacification of the illusion that we are separate.     
 
Buddhism evolves around this time with the Buddha living between 560-483 BCE. The 
journey of Prince Siddhartha began in the context of royalty and wealth and later 
progressed into the inquiry of full-blown ascetic life, only to culminate in what eventually 
would be known as the middle path avoiding the extremes of either lifestyle. At the age 
of thirty two Buddha became enlightened and chose to stay in the world to educate 
others. The Buddha was committed to revealing suffering and helping people relinquish 
its grip. After the Buddha dies Buddhism continued to evolve for three hundred years 
before it went through a major transformation. Around 100 BCE there was an 
ideological split between Hinayana (small vehicle) and Mahayana (large vehicle) 
schools of thought. Both claimed to be propagating the original teachings of the 
Buddha. The Hinayana school focused on the extinction of desires to achieve nirvana 
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and bring forth the teachings of the Four Noble Truths. First, the idea that life 
guarantees suffering; second, that suffering is created through our attachments and 
cravings; third, that cessation of suffering can be realized; and fourth, the way to this 
goal is the Eightfold Noble path. This eight fold system consists of right view and right 
intention to cultivate wisdom; right speech, right action, and right livelihood to engender 
ethical conduct; and right effort, right mindfulness, and right concentration for mental 
development and meditation. The Mahayana school claimed that nirvana equals 
samsara or in other words that we can experience calm amidst the challenges of life. 
Their teachings centered on the idea that the one appears as many and that we don’t 
need to escape the world. We live in illusion that can be rectified through proper insight 
and enlightenment while helping others wake up. Once one progressed through the ten 
stages of awakening including the cultivation of generosity, self-discipline, patience, will 
power, meditative absorption, embodied nirvana, 
skillfulness, and the ability to transfer wholesome 
karma, they finally help others become liberated 
from illusion10. Although classical Buddhism 
invited us to be in the world it still places a high 
emphasis on parinirvana or final enlightenment 
when the residue of past negative karmas fade 
and we no longer return to the world.     
 

The pre-classical time period brought forth the beloved text of 
the Ramayana, an adventurous tale of Rama’s rescue of Sita, 
his wife, from Ravana who kidnaps her and holds her hostage. 
The story is considered one of the first poetic works in the 
Indian tradition and focuses on the themes of dedication, right 
action, non-harming, and truthfulness. The Ramayana favored 
the tools of wisdom rather then action as a means to ultimate 
realization of the true Self. The Mahabharata another epic text 
is often referred to as Krishna’s Veda and is one hundred 
thousand stanzas long. Its eighteen books were composed 
over many centuries and generations. It is a text of stories, 

myths, and tales that are expounded and drawn upon as rich teachings about good and 
evil and right and wrong both in the world and in our own personal lives11. The 
Bhagavad-Gita or the lord’s song is the most famous chapter (13-40, 6th book) of this 
enormous epic at seven hundred verses. It is believed the Gita was composed between 
100 BCE and 100 CE although it is difficult to say for sure. Some scholars believe the 

                                                
10 Georg Feuerstein, Yoga Tradition p. 168  
11 Georg Feuerstein, Yoga Tradition p. 189 
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text is broken up into three sets of six chapters focusing on Karma, Jnana, and Bhakti 
Yoga in that order12.    
 
In short, the Gita is a conversation 
between Krishna (representing the 
Divine as an incarnation of Vishnu the 
sustainer) and Arjuna one of the 
brothers of a royal family, the 
Pandavas. The Pandavas are going to 
war with their cousin’s the Kauravas. 
Arjuna collapses in the middle of the 
battlefield in despair challenged by a 
potential war against his kin. Arjuna 
must contemplate life, death, and 
Dharma or right action. One of the main 
themes in the Gita is the pushback against the ascetic movement that espoused 
renunciation, and non-doing to achieve liberation. Krishna tells Arjuna (and 
consequently us) that a person does not need to give up on the world or the 
responsibilities of life. Even in non-action there is a certain stream of action, and when 
we choose to act we are choosing the wiser path.  
 
In its concise verses the Gita touches upon our ability to hone our mind without 
attachment to rewards, embracing a divine vision, taking up our authenticity, the 
sacredness in all things, witness consciousness, yoga as engagement, illusion of our 
senses, and the Gunas (forces influencing life). The Gita espouses a panentheistic 
philosophy meaning that everything arises from or exists in God, but God is still 
transcendent and is supreme. God is invested in the world of material nature, Krishna 
clearly illustrates that he has a stake in the world as he motivates Arjuna to step into 
action against the Kauravas (who represent nihilism, or a force that wants the world 
their way). Krishna invites us to see the “presence of orderly consciousness that 
permeates reality that is manifesting in the personality and divine presence of Krishna; 
taking character, shape, inventing us to see a world of action as expression of the 
immortal, and infusing the finite with the infinite.”13 The Gita welcomes back the ideals of 
Bhakti or devotion and love. It invites the spiritual seeker to relate to God from the heart 
as opposed to the discipline propagated by the ascetic movement.   
 

                                                
12 Professor Douglas Brooks 
13 Professor Douglas Brooks 
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CLASSICAL ERA (100-500 AD)  
 
One of the first schools of the classical era is that of 
Sankhya or Samkhya, which literally translates into ‘list’ 
or ‘enumeration’. This philosophy was developed by 
the sage Kapila and was composed as a list of all the 
basic elements that make up the knowable universe 
evolving from prakriti (the nature principle). The belief 
of the system rested upon the idea that there is a 
hierarchy from spirit (unity) to matter (diversity). The 
goal was enlightenment through logic and to figure out 
how to become free of suffering. The main hypothesis stated that we become over 
identified with our nature, what we like and don’t like, which creates suffering. If we free 
ourselves from all that changes in the world we can be eternally free. Sankhya denies 
the existence of a God force and solely focuses on the two realities of the universe; 
prakriti (nature) and parusha (soul). In their efforts to organize the cosmos Samkhyans 
developed the twenty-five tattvas or elements of reality, ‘thatness’, and true principles 
that consist of:   
 
Purusha   Soul 
Prakriti   Nature 
Buddhi   Intellect 
Ahankara   Ego or Sense of Self 
Manas   Mind 
Jnanindriyas   5 Senses: nose, tongue, eye, skin, ear 
Tanmatras   5 Sensations: smell, taste, sight, touch, hearing 
Karmendriyas  5 Organs of Action: hands, feet, tongue, genitals, anus 
Mahabuthas   5 Gross Elements: earth, water, fire, air, ether 
 
Over the centuries many schools of Sankhya have evolved, differing slightly in some 
details. Sankhya practitioners integrated a working model that embedded the 25 tattvas 
into the teachings of the five concentric zones or sheaths called koshas: 
 

25 Elements Koshas 
Purusha Atman (The Self) 

Prakriti Anandamaya Kosha (Bliss Sheath) 

Buddhi 

Ahamkara 
Vijnanamaya Kosha (Knowing Sheath) 

Manas 
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Jnanindriyas (5) 

Karmendriyas (5) Manamaya Kosha (Mental Sheath) 

Tanmatras (5) Pranamaya Kosha (Energy Sheath) 

Mahabutas (5) Annamaya Kosha (Food Sheath) 
 
Samkhya continued the trend of organizing the universe 
into maps, systems, and hierarchies that give rise to 
Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras. Patanjali’s teachings arise 
between 200 BCE and 200 CE. Around this time the 
various traditions of yoga begin to solidify their philosophy 
and take distinctive stances on the organization of the 
cosmos and the purpose and nature of human existence. 
There is an emphasis on understanding the structure, 
order, cosmogony and cosmology of life. How do we exist 
and how does life operate are driving inquiries. “The more 
we grasp and fundamentally connect to the nature of 
reality, the more capable and empowered we become. We 
better understand who we are, what we want, and what 
our potency offers us in the gift of human 

embodiment…Our job is to understand the deep structure and program and then to 
align. Yoga is literally getting with the program the universe is offering us.”14 Although 
Patanjali is referred to as a ‘he’ scholars are not able to pinpoint if it was one individual 
or a group of people that generated these teachings. The Yoga Sutras and the Eight 
Limb Path are often described as a psychology of yoga and pick up where the Sankyan 
model left off. It is obvious that Patanjali is influenced by Buddhist teachings as he 
creates his system of thought. The ethos of the system is still working on a vertical 
model of finding a way to mitigate the problems of the human path. In this vision prakriti 
(matter) and parusha (spirit) are eternally separate and the technology of the eight-limb 
path (ashta/eight, anga/limb) and the Yoga Sutras support crossing over from one to the 
other. “At the peak of ecstatic unification yogis reach the point of no return. They 
become liberated. According to dualistic models of consciousness this implies dropping 
off the finite body mind. The liberated being is in perfect aloness (kaivalya), which is a 
transmental state of sheer presence and pure awareness. Some schools of Vedanta 
argue that liberation does not have to mean death of the body, but instead liberation 
while still living (jivan-mukti).”15   
 
The sutras (threads) are short verses that can be thought of as zip files or lecture notes 
that were meant to be memorized and require the aid of a teacher to extrapolate and 
                                                
14 Professor Douglas Brooks 
15 Georg Feuerstein, Yoga Tradition p. 254 
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learn more fully. The Yoga Sutras are divided into four main chapters; one on ecstasy, 
the second about the path, the third dealing with special yogic powers, and the fourth 
guides the adept into the states of liberation. In these teachings Patanjali points out that 
our main obstacle is the fact we “misconstrue our spiritual nature by identifying with our 
natural nature which is limited, mortal, and conditioned…We lose something when we 
identify this core essence with the fluctuations. Yoga is bringing to halt, suppressing, 
claiming, or stanching the fluctuations of the mind (chita vrittis).”16 We can stand back, 
watch, and recognize our confusions by utilizing our transcendental identity as a seer, 
or witness that abides in its own form. If we are still confused once we have this 
awareness, the Sutras tell us that ignorance is the root cause. In addition to Avidya 
(ignorance), other obstacles (kleshas) to seeing this truth include asmita (over 
identification with ‘I-am-ness’), raga (attachment), dveisha (aversion), and abhinevesha 
(the will to live, clinging, holding on to material presence, or fear of death).    
  
Patanjali divided the practices of yoga into eight categories, each category focusing on 
a particular aspect of spiritual evolution. The eight limbs categories are yama & niyama 
(restraints & observences), asana (posture), pranayama (breath control), pratyahara 
(sense withdrawal), dharana (concentration), dhyana (meditation), and Samadhi 
(liberation). Regardless of Patanjali’s original intention, today the practices compiled are 
often spoken of as the ‘path of commitment’. The eight limbs support us in inquiries that 
often yield deep transformations and the strengthen our container to flow more 
consciously and better direct the vital life force. Patanjali’s yoga teachings are often 
referred to as Kriya Yoga where the emphasis resides on cultivating tapas (discipline), 
svadyaya (self-study, study of scripture) and ishvara pranidhana (surrender).  
 
Into 200 CE the Pashupats, another yogic sect, began to gain 
momentum. This lineage originated from the teachings of 
Lakulisha and was based on the Pashupata Sutram, their 
primary text. The Pashupats main practice consisted of public 
display of eccentric and shocking behavior including tremors of 
the body, loud noises, babbling, and sexual gestures in the 
company of women. They believed that by attracting disdain for 
their behavior they helped cleanse other people’s karma, which 
would support their ultimate goal of transcending the duality of 
good and bad. The movement grew rapidly in size influenced 
partly because all individuals were allowed to join regardless of caste and the common 
man was invited to participate in ritual that provided an emotion-based experience of the 
sacred. The Pashupats were focused on Ishvara (the lord) as creator, sustainer, and 
destroyer. They worshiped Shiva and the powers of Jana Shakti (knowledge) and Kriya 

                                                
16 Professor Douglas Brooks 
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Shakti (action). Although they tried to mitigate their karma, the Pashupats ultimately 
believed that liberation was entirely a gift of grace17.  

 
The next wide spread system of thought on the 
cusp between the Classical Era and Tantra was 
called ‘Advaita Vedanta’ (non-duality) which came 
about during the Common Era around 700 AD. Adi 
Shankara was the founding father of this 
philosophical system, which was in large part a 
critique of the Sankhya system. Shankara proposed 
that difference was false, the world an illusion, and 

only unity was real. In other words there is one universe and diversity represents 
ignorance. His teaching focused on sitting in the seat of witness, watching thoughts and 
eventually breaking through ignorance to get back to oneness. Advaita Vedanta is not a 
tradition of action. It emphasized knowledge as the means to liberation and the 
necessity of a guru (teacher). Their method was based on the ethos that the self is 
always the witness and never the actor, a purely passive entirety. Once again, this 
system is operating according to a model of life as a problem that needs to be 
permanently solved as we pierce the veil of illusion.  
 
THE AGE OF TANTRA 
Although many of the previous teachings still continued to spread and grow, during the 
7th century new thought evolves. Even though many of the philosophies of this time are 
called Tantra, speaking of them as one body of thought is extremely misleading. The 
schools that comprise Tantra yoga philosophy range from the more orthodox examples, 
the middle path schools, to those with a reputation of dark magic, sexual practices, and 
what were labeled immoral practices.  
 

One of the main Tantric schools called Kashmir Shaivisim 
(KS) had its origins in the north of India around the latter 
part of the 7th century, but due to invasions of Kashmir 
around the 11th century it began to be dispersed all over 
India and eventually took root in Tamil of the deep south. 
With a lineage of teachers from Somananda, Utpaladeva, 
Lakshmanagupta, and eventually the great Abhinavagupta 
the tradition passed down teachings to relatives and close 
friends of about two hundred families. Much of what 
scholars know today about KS is largely due to the 
dedication of revivalists like Swami Lakshmanjoo, 
Professor Alexis Sanderson, and Dr. Paul Muller Ortega. 

                                                
17 Georg Feuerstein, Yoga Tradition p. 259-260 
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KS builds on the teachings of the Upanishads in the idea that we are on a journey back 
home with an eternal return waiting for us once we see the ‘truth’ or the all of 
everything. In this system Shiva is the focus and reality we are attempting to return to. 
Shiva embodies five acts, including “srishti, the creative act; sthiti, the protective act; 
samhara, the destructive act; tirodhana, the act of enfolding or concealing His nature; 
and anugraha, the act of unfolding or revealing His nature. Each of these acts is also 
accomplished by the individual soul.”18 
 
While karma is still a key player in this system it is shifted from simply a moral account 
of what is good or bad or what we are stuck with to a force that we can utilize to our 
advantage. As one progresses on the path one can become siddha (accomplished, 
attained) with this vision of Shiva as the true one reality. Douglas Brooks adds: 
“singularity is the necessary way to appreciate multiplicity; see the one to see the many; 
come to the mountain top, otherwise everything is a valley. When you see the one, 
many are appreciated in a radical way. Oneness releases you from the captivity of the 
many.”  
 
Another major contribution of KS is the addition of eleven more Tattvas or qualities of 
reality to the original twenty-five created by Sankhya. In KS the original list is related to 
the relative world while the additions include two sets; one of six, labeled microcosmic 
consciousness, and the other of five, known as universal ultimate reality of 
macrocosmic consciousness.   
 
Paramshiva   Singular Supreme Spirit   
 
1. Shiva   Supreme Consciousness Simply Being 
2. Shakti    Power of Consciousness to Express 
3. Sadashiva   Will (iccha) 
4. Isvara    Knowledge (jana)   
5. Suddhavidya   Action (kriya) 
 
6. Maya   Covering Veil  
7. Kala    Limitation in Action 
8. Vidya    Limitation in Knowledge 
9. Raga    Limitation in Conscious Will/Desires 
10. Niyati    Limitation in Expressive Power 
11. Kala    Limitation in Eternal Awareness 
 
In KS the tattvas were a ladder back to the first tattva. In a sense we are in all of them 
all the time, but we just don’t get it. We are victimized by them if we are not aware of 
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them, and as a result have to become adept at experiencing ourselves at every level of 
ourselves, (thirty-six levels according to KS). In this system the magical things only start 
happening seven from the top, and won’t happen unless you have the right keys. We 
live life materially from one to twenty-four in prakriti (nature) and as soon as you touch 
twenty-five physical experience gives way to another kind of category of experience. 
Here we are embraced in what are called layers, sheaths, or kanchukas (there are five 
of these occluding sheaths 7-11 above). In a sense we are enveloped by terms of 
embodiment: here or there in space, now or then in time; and this not that in identity. 
The universe gives us parameters. These five kanchukas correlate to the five principles 
above them in reverse order e.g. niyati is when we forget/occlude our innate capacity to 
connect to and channel shakti, (the expressive, creative life force). Once we have 
achieved the seventh tattva of kala or limits in action we are no longer subject to the 
rules of karma. When we arrive at maya we understand that the world is an illusion and 
that we can get rid of it by solving the paradox of life. When we are purified of the 
paradox we arrive at tattva five and continue to work our way in the macrocosmic 
consciousness acquiring empowerment to act, deep wisdom and knowledge, and the 
will and desire for true awakening. In Shakti tattva we experience the true power of 
consciousness and eventually arrive at Shiva tattva, which according to KS solves all 
the others. The key theme once more in this yogic path is the vertical notion that at its 
core and essence life is a problem to be transcended.   
 
In addition to the revamp of the tattvas KS contributed the essential attributes of the 
Absolute, which are also found in us including: absolute goodness in pure 
consciousness, svatantrya (own system, we begin in freedom), purna (fullness, 
perfection, ever-evolving), spanda (the sacred tremor and pulsation of life), and self-
awareness in prakasha (self-luminosity, revelation, light coming forward), and vimarsha 
(self-reflective power, cognition, reflecting own light, experience of experience). The 
main texts utilized by KS include the Shiva Sutra discovered by Vasupta and 
commented on by Shamaraja in the 10th century, the Yoga Spandakarika or The Song 
of the Sacred Tremor, and the Pratyabhijna-Hrdayam or the Heart of Recognition. Both 
of these latter texts were sutra based and expound on KS teaching ideals.   
 
KS evolved into four distinct school of thought. At their base each shared the idea of the 
Trika system working with three energies “para (supreme), apara (lowest), and parapara 
(combination of the lowest and the highest). These three primary energies represent the 
threefold activities of the world. In the thought of the Trika, therefore, it is admitted that 
this whole universe and every action in it, whether spiritual, physical, or worldly, is 
existing in these three energies. The Trika Philosophy is meant for any human being 
without restriction of caste, creed, or color. Its purpose is to enable you to rise from 
individuality to universality.”19 The Trika System is comprised of four sub-systems: The 
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Pratyabhijna system encompassed our ability to spontaneously recognize our true 
nature. There is no effort or practice in this process. Instead, by the grace of a teacher 
or of our own accord, we simply reawaken to our own nature as eternally infinite. The 
Kula system involved teachings of how to live in universal consciousness both 
descending and ascending through the levels of reality or living in totality. The Krama 
system differs from the previous two, as you must rise one step at a time in order to 
make realization stick. “The rise of prana kundalini is also described in the krama 
system, because in prana kundalini you rise from one cakra to another, from one state 
to another state.”20 The primary teachers of the Krama system were women who 
eventually initiated both male and female disciples into their teachings. The fourth 
system was called Spanda or movement. The ideals here are based on the reality that 
nothing can exist without motion. This is true in all states of existence, whether it be 
wakefulness, dreaming, deep sleep, or turya (soul state).   
 
As Kashmir Shaivisim settled in the south of India it 
underwent a transformation as it mixed with the existing 
culture of the local Tamil people. It is vital to note that this 
new tradition saw itself as the next evolution of KS. The 
Shaivaites got it right, and yet the Southern people knew 
there was something more present in reality. The central 
figure shifts from Shiva to Shakti while the domesticated 
ideal of family also becomes primary. Shiva represents 
consciousness as unifed whereas Shakti is associated with 
the emanation of multifaceted creativity or the many. Hence 
this new point of view is deeply focused on the gift of human 
embodiment, as opposed to the quest to extract ourselves from life. “The one is nothing 
but a many, not an achievement of oneness; the world of infinite is more infinite, never 
ending, always evolving. The only way to see the one is as the reflection of the many.”21 
Most yoga systems are corrective and end up handing down a dogma of how to escape 
the human experience, whereas here the paradigm is expansive and isn’t obsessed 
with a fixed or final state. This new tradition adopts the names Shakta (Goddess 
centered) and Sri Vidya (goddess wisdom/knowledge or auspicious wisdom). “The 
Shakta world is a more emphatic invitation to live in the human experience, in the world, 
to create the application of being human…How as a person do you conduct yourself as 
a mortal immortal?”22 Whereas in Shivaite yoga the goal is answering questions, the 
Shaktas focus on living with the questions and being in the inquiry of the ever-evolving 
presence of being. We are already interwoven into the fabric of existence and therefore 
are not striving for a reunification. We can never disconnect from the web of life even 
though we might misconnect making choices that don’t enhance and serve our vitality 
                                                
20 Swami Lakshmanjoo, Secret Supreme, chapter 19 
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and heart. We are never separate but always different and that is the gift, how do we 
live the blessing? We are already whole, complete and born in union with the all of 
everything. At the same time, the Shaktas honor the human desire to grow and evolve 
to ask “Now what?” “Where is my next step in the process of development?” The Shakta 
school subscribed to the idea that there is never a final pinnacle end point to our journey 
and that instead we continually build our skillfulness and our participation in the world. 
Enlightenment is a never-ending process that also continues to evolve. This system of 
philosophy invites us to embrace the paradoxex of life, be in the mess, and stay 
receptive and soft to the beauty and grace of the gift of embodiment.  
 

Although the Shaktas still reference the tattvas as a model 
of reality their focus and trajectory of purpose shifted, since 
they refuse finality. Instead of reaching the top of the list in 
this model the goal is to get in between and be in the seam 
of experience. “The gift of being human, is not to achieve 
something, where you are is literally the in-between place, 
because it is in between it is unfinished, and open to the 

possibilities.”23 Instead of trying to achieve the ultimate reality of macrocosmic 
consciousness, we can instead build relationships to the relative world, microcosmic 
consciousness, and ultimate reality. No tattva is better than any other; they each 
represent different textures and possibilities of being. The key is learning to recognize 
their existence and then garner the skillfulness to align with and employ the facet of 
reality that will serve us most optimally in any given situation, conversation or moment. 
“The Rajanaka [Shakta] view in not to transcend each tattva but instead to savor each 
of them as the lower ones aren’t a mistake. You are born as all of the tattvas, don’t have 
to get the last one to see all of them, always in all of them, always have been...not one 
is appearing as many, one thing is many things. One universe is a table of elements, 
radically non-dual, one thing is more not many, singularity is plural.”24   
 
Another important shift in thinking surrounded the ideals of Karma. While KS evolved 
the notion of karma beyond the limitations of morality, they are still on a mission to solve 
it. In the Shakta model we can work with Karma, but our goal is not its resolution. 
Instead the emphasis shifts to the force known as lila. Lila is the idea that anything can 
happen at any time for no reason at all. When we like it we see it as a blessing, but 
when it is challenging we see it as bad luck or something out to get us. In KS Shiva is 
the only one with access to this intangible yet palpable element of life. In Sri Vidya we 
can interact with the lila and malleably shift with this radical notion of possibility. How do 
we ride the waves instead of bringing them to stillness? How do we live with good luck 
and bad luck? How do we stay in the question? How do we access power and create 
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values and morality as opposed to leaving it up to a text or God? The universe is open 
and unfinished but that doesn’t mean it isn’t perfect; it is perfectly unfinished. This is the 
dance of the Shaktas; instead of certainty we are invited into the conversation of 
possibility. “Lila is the art, the act of savoring life for its own ecstasy. The virtuosity in 
becoming yourself and allowing the same experience to get deeper.”25 
 
Sri Vidya fully embodies the translation of the word Tantra as a loom, framework, 
system, or wrap. It invites us into an inquiry of acquiring skills to extend and connect 
within the framework of our inner and outer lives. Furthermore, the ancient teachings 
lost in the Indus Valley Civilization resurface here with a greater focus on the feminine 
as Shakti, recognition of the masculine as Shiva and their commingled nature in the 
form of Nataraja. As opposed to the mission to cancel and reunite Shiva and Shakti the 
focus here shifts to intelligent perception of what energy would serve us best for the 
situation at hand. Rajanaka Tantra, however, welcomes a constant unfolding that 
nurtures both opposites and the vibrant paradox they create. The endeavor is not to 
cancel them out by finding the middle ground between them but rather to appreciate the 
unique conduit of exploration offered by each. 
 
In this way even though the Shaktas upheld all the philosophical 
thoughts that came before, they began to question the fundamental 
ethos of some specific ideas presented in earlier models. They 
asked what if life is not a problem to be solved? What if we don’t 
need to cross over, or pierce an illusion, or dissolve one energy into 
another? What if we are already interwoven into the fabric of the 
cosmos, different, but never separate? With this new belief that the 
goal of yoga was no longer union, as we are born already mixed into 
all that is, a new definition was needed. The beauty of the Sanskrit 
language is that one word can have many different meanings. In 
addition to union, yoga is also defined as the act of yoking, 
attaching, a means, method, or application. As opposed to a static 
union that implies a fixed culmination or an end point to  a journey, yoga in the Shakta 
Tantra turns into an engagement and participation with the gift of embodiment. In other 
words the diverse practices of yoga help us reawaken and recognize that we have 
always been in synthesis with the divine and are expressions of it. Once we have that 
recognition we can utilize our knowledge to step more fully into the world; to steer our 
path, while still remembering that we are always in relationship with a greater force.  
 
“While classical yoga maintains that yoga is the way human beings realize that the 
immortal is not to be confused with the mortal, the unconditioned with the conditioned, 
and the eternal with the temporal, the Rajanaka [Shakta Tantra] seeks to understand 
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how one is actually the other. Yoga then is not merely how we would go about deriving 
our own perfectly lucid self-realization. Yoga in the Tantric mind is precisely how the 
Divine itself goes about expressing, choosing, and coming into its own infinite 
possibilities.” In this way, we are invited into a voyage of discovering how to see the 
Divine reflected in the common world through objects, relationships, thoughts, feelings 
and experience. Brooks continues, “In short, the Rajanaka [Shakta Tantra] believes 
everything is the Divine, which is ever-becoming more of itself, not simply a singular 
core from which all things originate and to which all things return, but an infinitely 
expanding reality.”  

 
To more clearly illustrate the idea of yoga as the 
act of yoking or applying oneself, contemplate an 
actual yoke, a device used to join two oxen 
together. In this metaphor, we don’t merge the two 
animals together but we do create relationships 
between the three entities (oxen one, oxen two, 
and the yoke). Yoga and all of its various practices 
help us build connections and relationships to all 

facets of life. Whether we are cultivating inner stillness through seated meditation, 
learning about ourselves through a process of reflection 
in partnership, or communing with Goddess, Nature, or 
the Universe through prayer, ritual, or mantra, our goal is 
not to dissolve our own individual nature, but instead, to 
invoke the dance between individual and universal 
presence. The common emphasis of yoga as oneness or 
union stems from the confusion between Hindusim and 
the actual practices of yoga and the later traditions, each 
separate from one another.  
 
To understand the key distinctions between the Rajanaka Shakta Tantra vision of yoga 
and the older models, what follows is a comparison of teachings and ideas that touch 
upon many of the key concepts in the yoga tradition: 
 

Classical Ethos of Yoga Rajanaka Shakta Ethos of Yoga 
You are bound, yoga helps you get out. You start free, yoga helps you express 

freedom. 
Life is a problem to be solved. Life is a gift, live the blessing. Embrace 

the paradox. 
Matter and Spirit are separate, we must 

cross over from one to the other. 
Matter is Spirit, we are different but 

never separate. 
Life is Samsara, we are stuck in a Life is recursive it repeats itself. 
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vicious cycle. Invitation to a recursive process like the 
end of dinner or the end of lovemaking, 
it gives the gift that you can do it again. 

The process is celebration not 
purification. 

Desire is the cause of all suffering. Desire is a guiding force on our path. 
Ego, ‘I ness’ is the cause of suffering, 

eradicate it. 
Ego, ‘I ness’ allows us to have 
boundaries, preferences and 
understanding of who we are. 

We must get back to the one, to 
wholeness. 

The only way to see the one is through 
the expressions of the many. 

Enlightenment is a fixed point. Enlightenment is a never-ending 
process there is always more to 

illuminate. 
Life is suffering. Life is joy, sweetness, and bitter 

sweetness. 
Maya is the illusion we must pierce Maya is the illusion that is a natural part 

of life. The measure of things, through 
maya we receive the gift of more. What 

is concealed becomes revealed. 
We must merge Shiva and Shakti Shiva and Shakti are comingled, 

sometimes she leads sometimes he 
does.  

Pranayama is control of the breath Pranayama is extension, stretching the 
breath, guiding the life force 

Stillness is the preferred state Stillness is just another state not 
necessarily the better one, when does it 

serve, when does it not? How do we 
use motion with intelligence and grace? 

Enlightenment is a solo process; 
renounce the world. 

Enlightenment is s group process we 
can’t do it alone because we have to be 

in relationship to have openings, 
reflections, and mirrors to learn more 

about ourselves. 
If you don’t act ‘good’ karma will come 

back to bite you in the ass. 
All dogs go to heaven, karma is a 

scientifical principle not a moral one 
We live in a moral universe, someone is 

keeping tack of your actions 
We live in a powerful universe, we get 

to generate meaning, purpose, and 
morality 

The self is oneness The self is fractal, plural, a 
collective…there is always more 
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You are not your body, not your mind, 
not your emotions 

Inhabit all of yourself, not just the parts 
you like. You are all facets of your body, 

your mind, and your emotions. 
Consciousness broke itself apart and is 

trying to come back together. 
Consciousness out of its own desire 
chose to expand, to create limitations 

on itself, to express as all that is to 
know more of itself 

I’m nothing but you I’m not you, I’m something like you, I’m 
nothing but you. We choose were we 

sit, what is most optimal for the situation 
at hand. 

Rajas is excited energy, Tamas is 
depressed energy, Sattva is the pure 

state where the two are in balance with 
each other. 

Sattva is the optimal place of alignment 
where Rajas and Tamas serve you. i.e. 

at the beginning of a yoga class it is 
beneficial to be more rajasic, at the end 

of a class more tamasic. 
We are trying to get back to the one The one broke into two, then expanded 

into many, not trying to get back to the 
one. One universe expands into many 
galaxies, each single galaxy expands 
into many solar systems, each solar 
system expands into many planets, 

each plant expands into many 
continents, each continent has many life 

forms, each life form is made of many 
bodily systems, each bodily system is 

split into many cells etc. 
Yoga is Union. Yoga involves practices that help us 

recognize we are already in union, 
woven into the fabric of existence. Then 

we yoke, apply ourselves with 
skillfulness to make more out of 

ourselves. 
Surrender to God, thy will be done Soften and open to nature’s intelligence 

and grace to co-create life. 
Tradition creates hierarchy of value Everything is not as good as everything 

else, you create hierarchy of value 
The greatest certainty is certainty The greatest certainty is only the most 

certain possibility 
Non-Attachment is a way to end 

suffering 
Non-attachment is a skillful tool when 

you are attached to something that is no 
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longer serving you. It is also vital to 
know what is it that you are attached 

that is of high value that you are 
dedicated to. 

The mind is an evil doer we must still it The mind has creative potential, what 
we attend to grows 

   
From the 8th century onwards the Tantric vision continues to take root in the south of 
India and evolve. Due to the fact that the tradition was being passed down between 
close friends and families it did not spread widely. In fact, the term Tantra in the majority 
of the country began to be associated with the left hand Tantric ritualists. For the 
average person the term ‘Tantra’ become inextricably linked with practices that violated 
the ethos of the mainstream. For this reason many Tantric masters lived a respected 
Brahman life during the day and only practiced and shared the Tantric teachings in 
private. They continued to flourish within small family enclaves but rarely spoke of their 
tradition in social circles. As a result many of these teachings became dormant and 
began to disappear.  
 

Around the 13th century Hatha yoga took root with the focus of the 
body being a sacred temple and gift of life. Although yoga as a 
whole is an ancient practice it is only here that we begin to see a 
greater emphasis on asana as varied postures with techniques for 
breath work, cleansing, and meditation still dominating. The 
Hatha Yoga Pradipika written by Swami Swatmarama gives 
instruction on asana, shatkarma, pranayama, mudra, bhanda, 
and samadhi. The Shiva Samhita written after the 15th century 
describes subtle energy channels, the nature of our life force, and 

techniques to help solve obstacles to practice. The Gheranda Samhita “describes the 
seven means to perfecting oneself on the yogic path: shatkarmas for purification, 
asanas for strength, mudras for steadiness, pratyahara for calmness, pranayama for 
lightness, dhyana for realiziation, and samadhi for bliss.”26 Two other texts that influence 
Hatha Yoga include the Goraksha Samhita, and Hatharatnaval. The goals of this 
tradition included the purification of the body, balance of the physical, energetic, and 
mental bodies, and igniting a connection to pure consciousness. The hatha yogis 
returned back to emphasizing the mitigation of opposites in favor of finding the one, and 
much of their practice was geared toward freeing up the energy to awaken Kundalini 
Shakti (the creative life force). As a result this time period stressed the teachings on the 
chakras (translated from the Sanskrit word “wheel” or “circle”, and referring to the seven 
primary energy centers (though there are more than just seven) that exist in the 
pranamaya kosha, or energy sheath of our being). 

                                                
26 Mark Stephens, Teaching Yoga, p. 17 
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YOGA IN THE WEST 
Yoga’s migration into North America began in 1849 with Thoreau’s study of the Gita. In 
1875 the Theosophical Society began studying and melding many world religions and 
occult practices including Hinduism and Buddhism. By 1901 they were a potent 
movement in Victorian-era spirituality and attracted millions of highly educated people. 
The Theosophists focused their teachings on ‘Raja’ yoga translated as the ‘royal’ path 
and had little interest in hatha yoga which they considered to be the lowbrow approach. 
“They believed in the awesome possibilities of the mind—astral projection, telekinesis, 
clairvoyance, communicating with the dead—but seemed to fear and loathe the human 
body…”27  
 

In 1893 Swami Vivekananda’s speech at the Parliament of World 
Religions drew immense attention. He gave many lectures around the 
country over the next three years, translated the Yoga Sutras, and 
became a member of the Theosophical Society. Vivekananda was less 
interested in occult powers and taught on the three paths elucidated in the 
Gita; karma, bhakti, and jnana. Before he died in 1902 Vivekananda 
established many centers for what he called the Vedantan Society on the 

East and West Coasts. Vivekananda’s view on hatha yoga was similar to the 
Theosophists. “While he may have taught some postures, Vivekananda publicly 
rejected hatha yoga in general and asana in particular. Those who came form India to 
the United States in his wake were inclined to echo Vivekananda’s judgments on asana. 
This was due partly to long-standing prejudices held by high-caste Indians like 
Vivekananda against yogins, ‘fakirs,’ and low-caste mendicants who performed severe 
and rigorous postures for money, and partly to the centuries of hostility and ridicule 
directed toward these groups by Western colonialists, journalists, and scholars.”28  
 
Less recognized but instrumental in hatha yoga’s progression 
was Pierre Baker Bernard born in Leon, Iowa in 1876. In1889, 
while in his teens Pierre met his teacher Sylvais Hamati who 
began to tutor him in Vedic Philosophy and Tantric Yoga. 
Hamati emphasized the teachings of being in the world and 
considered breathing, postures, and meditation key, as well as 
the idea that the body is divine. By the early 1900’s the two had 
created the Tantrik Order and began to attract followers in San 
Francisco, Portland, Seattle, St. Louis, Chicago, and New York 
City. Pierre’s teachings built upon his teacher’s emphasizing the 
idea that the body was not sinful, that sexual desires were 
natural, and to study yoga one did not need to become an 
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ascetic and leave family life. Although interest grew in Bernard’s work, mainstream 
society still viewed yoga as taboo. In 1908 Purdue University President Winthrop 
Ellsworth Stone resigned his post after admitting that his wife had left him and his 
children to study yoga. At around the same time, several wealthy women donated large 
sums of money to Hindu-related organizations and self-proclaimed holy men. Outraged 
family members and society elites cried scandal saying the young susceptible women 
had been swindled. In 1909 the Theosophical Society banned any mention of yoga 
calling those interested in the practice ‘animalistic’. Outrage was aimed at anything from 
inappropriate neck rubs during private asana lessons, to an attempt to tie yoga to what 
was known and feared as white-slave hysteria.  
 
Despite socity’s fear of yoga Dr. Bernard continued his enterprise opening the New York 
Sanskrit College in 1911 with offerings such as philosophy, Hindu music, Sanskrit, 
Ayurvedic botany and physiological yoga. Sadly, this endeavor was short lived, as 
Manhattan district attorney Charles Whitman closed the school on grounds of ‘violating 
the educational law by running a school without the proper diploma or license in 1912.29  
With the war in Europe in 1914, Bernard, now with the help of his wife, Blanche de 
Vires, was able to lecture, give private lessons, and continue his studies without great 
bother. By 1916 he and his wife opened yoga studies on Riverside Drive and Park 
Avenue in Manhattan. At one point the couple operated eight studios with a thirteen 
teacher staff and at least fifteen students attending each session. By 1918 the Tantrik 
Order was back in the press and the district attorney back to stop the outlandish 
practices of yoga, but this time it failed. Bernard had amassed a growing fortune and 
was beginning to attract more wealthy clients happy to fund his endeavors. In 1919 
Yogendra Mastamani migrated from India and taught Hatha yoga for three years 
establishing a few centers of his own. In 1920 Paramahansa Yogananda arrives to 
lecture all around the country and eventually settles to establish the Self-Realization 
Fellowship in California.    

With the authorities continuing to pressure and raid Dr. 
Bernard’s operations, he and his crew eventually 
ended up in Nyack New York in what would become a 
prestigious country club retreat for yoga. From 1920 
until the end of his life in 1955 (at the age of seventy 
nine) Bernard journeyed through great success, being 
a teacher to hundreds, struggling with the Great 
Depression and an eventually, massive financial 
decline. “The Clarkstown Country Club was the 
forerunner of modern recovery intuitions where hard 
work, spirituality and equality form a compound 
antidote for addiction…Bernard had society women up 
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to their elbows in hot, soapy water; there were Harvard and Yale grads gathering hay 
and harvesting vegetables…the club was also a mecca of lifelong learning, an 
institutional bridge between transcendentalists’ Brook Farm of the 1840s and the Esalen 
of the 1960s.”30 His greatest student, his wife, continued to teach in New York City and 
Nyack influencing the next generation of yoga practitioners and teachers. One of her 
students, Rebekah Harkness, brought B.K.S. Iyengar for his first visit to America in 
1956. 
 

        
 
In 1931 Krishnamacharya began to train his primary students B.K.S. Iyengar, K. 
Pattabhi Jois (ashtanga yoga), and T.K.V. Desikachar. In 1946 Yogananda published 
Autobiography of a Yogi which became the best selling yoga title of all times. Around 
1947 Indra Devi popularized Hatha yoga in Hollywood. With her dance background she 
brought more creativity and lightness to the practice. She had also studied with 
Krishnamacharya after running into health problems on a trip to India and was 
influenced by the teachings of J. Krishnamurti another influential philosophy teacher in 
the west.  In 1950, Clara Spring, a prominent yoga teacher on Hollywood Boulevard, 
published Yoga for Today dedicated to Blanche de Vries. In 1953 Selvarajan Yesudian 
published Yoga and Sport, which was highly popular in many athletic training programs. 
In1960 Yoga for Health is televised and five years later in 1965, Jess Stearn, an editor 
at Newsweek, published Yoga, Youth and Reincarnation, a best 
seller that would have twenty paperback printings over the next 
eight years. In1966 Iyengar’s Light on Yoga with clearly 
photographed yoga postures was released. Two years later, 
in1968, Kundalini Yoga with Yogi Bhajan took root in Los Angles. 
1969 brought The 28 Day Yoga Exercise Plan by Richard 
Hittleman and a few years later Maharishi Mahesh Yogi became 
a household name as the Beatles’ Guru.  In the early 70s 
Birkram’s heated yoga entered the scene, Lilias Yoga and You 
launched on PBS and airs for the next 20 years and Ashtanga 
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yoga awakens. In 1971 Ram Das publishes the world acclaimed book Be Here Now and 
in 1972 Kripalu Ashram was founded by Yogi Amrit Desai in Sumneytown PA.   

 
In the1980s yoga continued to thrive with Dr. Dean 
Ornish doing heart research to establish yoga’s benefit 
on health. The1990s ushered in the age of celebrity 
yoga teachers such as Seane Corn, Angela Farmer, 
Lilias Folan, Sharon Gannon, Sally Kempton, Judith 
Lasater, David Life, Shiva Rea, Desiree Rumbaugh, 
Rod Stryker, and David Swenson to name a few. In 

1994 Kripalu begins a ten year transition from an Ashram into a renowned nonsectarian 
yoga retreat and experiential program center. During this time yoga expands its 
offerings with Anusara, Chair, and Prenatal Yoga. In 2000 yoga continues to spread 
with modalities for kids, yoga in prisons, hospitals, and corporate work places. Today 
we are seeing the development of yoga therapy; Harvard sponsored studies to verify 
the efficacy of yoga’s ancient message of health, and over nineteen million yoga 
practitioners in the U.S. alone.  Today yoga styles include Ananda, Anusara, Ashtanga, 
Bikram, Chair, Forrest, Integral, ISHTA, Iyengar, Jivamukti, Krishamacharya, Kripalu, 
Kundalini, Power, Restorative, Sivananda, Svaroopa, Vini, and Vinyasa Flow.  
 
YOGA ASANA 
Recently in the yoga world there has been a conversation on the origin of the actual 
postures we know so well today. While Indian culture has never been a prime mover of 
the physical postures of yoga—although this is now changing in the middle and upper 
class—it is clear that asana does originate form this part of the world. According to what 
is known from a text called the Pāñcarātrika Samhitās it seems that around the 10th or 
11th century we see a shift from the word asana being used to denote a seat for 
meditation to describing non-seated postures. 
 
James Mallison continues: “In Yoga Body it is implied that asana practice was of little 
importance in the pre-modern era but our sources in fact suggest otherwise.  The notion 
of 84 - or even 84 lakh  - āsanas dates to at least the 13th century, and, contrary to 
Mark’s assertion (p.170), citing Gudrun Bühnemann, that the depictions of asanas in an 
1830 manuscript of the Jogpradīpakā are unique, we find depictions of a yogi in 22 
different asana s in a manuscript of a Persian yoga text, the Bahr al-Hayt , which was 
written and illustrated in 1602. Travellers’ reports from the early medieval period 
onwards highlight the practice of asana by ascetics, usually seeing it as a form of tapas 
or self-mortification, and towards the end of the pre-modern period we find textual 
descriptions of 84 or more asana s in a variety of yoga manuals.”31 While it is clear that 
yoga postures have been around for a while it is also evident they were used in a more 
static manner to be held for long periods of time. The concept of sequencing and linking 
postures through breath and movement is something that has evolved in the last 
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hundred years.     
 
Yoga has had a long and divergent history that continues to evolve and grow in each 
new era, location, and with the needs of each individual practitioner. As yogis and 
yoginis, we can build upon the philosophical foundations of our teachers and our 
teachers’ teachers as we create syntheses that supports our growth and expression of 
these various streams of tradition. Throughout the ages and in various forms, yoga in all 
of its offerings has captivated the hearts of people in its exploration of body, breath, 
heart, intuition and relationship; we are truly blessed to be invited to this fruitful inquiry 
each and every moment, here and now.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 


