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			“Amy Landry’s book offers a meaningful compilation of yoga’s history and concepts, presented in a way that is both accessible and engaging. I am confident it will serve as a helpful resource and companion for anyone wishing to strengthen their foundation in yoga, whether as a practitioner or a teacher.” —Prasad Rangnekar, founder of Yogaprasad Institute

			“With context and care to scaffold your practice, The Ocean of Yoga generously offers inquiry, depth, respect, and refuge.” —Elena Brower, bestselling author of Practice You and Hold Nothing

			“Amy Landry’s The Ocean of Yoga is a luminous guide that takes us beyond the asana into yoga’s deeper truth, where philosophy, subtle anatomy, and practice meet in radiant unity. With insight and compassion, Landry honors the sacred lineage while opening up the living wisdom of yoga. Written with clarity, devotion, and depth, this book serves as both a companion for seekers and a resource for teachers. It is a tapestry of knowledge and spirit that reflects the very soul of yoga.”—Dr. Manasa Rao, yoga educator

			“A richly informed guide to yoga and its manifold paths and practices. Landry passionately traces yoga’s ancestral roots while carefully delving into the cultural cross-pollination and outcomes of this sacred way of life. The Ocean of Yoga is an excellent tome for both practitioners and students to widen their approach to an intuitive form of practice.”—Maya Tiwari, author of The Path of Practice

			“Amy Landry’s The Ocean of Yoga is a wonderful handbook for students of yoga. Containing a vast overview of traditions, practices, and terminology, this book will no doubt become a trusted source of yogic knowledge for spiritual seekers to return to again and again.”—Eddie Stern, author, researcher, and founder of Broome Street Yoga

			“A passionate reminder that there’s much more to yoga than sequences of postures. Amy Landry’s approachable primer covers everything from ethics to subtle anatomy, providing signposts for deeper inquiry.”—Daniel Simpson, author of The Truth of Yoga

			“Finally Amy releases the book the yoga community has been waiting for. The Ocean of Yoga is a full-spectrum understanding of the science of yoga by a person who doesn’t merely study it academically but lives the tradition and keeps it alive by her example.”—Ray Raghunath Cappo, author of From Punk to Monk and host of the Wisdom of the Sages podcast

			“A carefully composed and comprehensive guide to yoga in its most undiluted sense. Equally pedagogical and passionate, this book takes a respectful approach to the historical roots and the many paths of yoga while keeping the reader informed about academic debates on the subject. It is impressive in detail and never sacrifices depth for approachability. Yet it meets the reader where they are, not assuming any previous knowledge, and urges them to reflect on their practice. A skillful synthesis of an enormous subject, this book will take you by the hand and guide you across the great ocean of yoga.”—Tova Olsson, scholar and author of Yoga and Tantra

			“Amy has skillfully navigated the vast ocean of yoga with profound depth—much like a submariner—in this charming new book.” —Srivatsa Ramaswami, author of The Complete Book of Vinyasa Yoga

			“The Ocean of Yoga stands out for the clarity with which it presents complex ideas. The book is a carefully woven compilation, seamlessly bringing topics under one umbrella rather than leaving students to gather precious nuggets across different sources. For beginners, it is an invaluable guide to ‘connecting the dots,’ while for seasoned practitioners, it offers a chance to revisit and deepen their understanding. The Ocean of Yoga is what the title promises—vast and timeless.”— Mini Shastri, founder of Om Yoga Shala

		

	
		
			
			
				[image: Book Title, The Ocean of Yoga : A Complete Guide to Living the Teachings, Tradition, and Practice, Author, Amy Landry, Imprint, Shambhala]
			

		

	
		
			Shambhala Publications, Inc.

			2129 13th Street

			Boulder, Colorado 80302

			www.shambhala.com

			© 2026 by Amy Landry

			Cover art: Tanya Shulga/Shutterstock and mashot/Adobe Stock

			Cover design: Daniel Urban-Brown

			Interior design: Laura Shaw Design

			All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Names: Landry, Amy, author. | Balkaran, Raj, writer of foreword.

			Title: The ocean of yoga: a complete guide to living the teachings, tradition, and practice / Amy Landry; foreword by Raj Balkaran.

			Description: First edition. | Boulder, Colorado: Shambhala, [2025]

			Identifiers: LCCN 2025014716 | ISBN 9781645474692 (trade paperback)

			eISBN 9781559393232

			Subjects: LCSH: Yoga. | Yoga—History. | Yoga—Philosophy.

			Classification: LCC B132.Y6 L323 2025 | DDC 181/.45—dc23/eng/20250825

			LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2025014716

			The authorized representative in the EU for product safety and compliance is eucomply OÜ, Pärnu mnt 139b-14, 11317 Tallinn, Estonia, hello@eucompliancepartner.com.

			a_prh_7.3_155580575_c0_r0

		

	
		
			सरसत नमसभ वरद कमरपण ।

			वदरम करषम सदरवत म सद ॥

			sarasvati namastubhyam varade kamarupini |

			vidyarambham karishyami siddhirbhavatu me sada ||

			O Sarasvati, reverential salutations to you, giver of boons and embodiment of desires in beautiful form,

			As these studies commence, may there be success and accomplishment for me, always.
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			To My Children, Who Have Given Me the Gift of Experiencing a Profound Love Like No Other.
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			To the Teachings, an Unfailing Source of Solace.
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			And to You, the Reader, for Seeking Beyond the Surface Level.

		

	
		
			Foreword

			Yoga Is Often Perceived as a physical practice—an exercise, a sequence of postures, and subsequent posturing aimed at ameliorating the body. Yet to dip one’s toe into an ocean is to confront its depth, regardless of one’s initial perception of it. To those who have journeyed deeper, it becomes evident that yoga is not simply a physical enterprise, but it invariably touches on our emotional, intellectual, and spiritual selves. It is a practice, a philosophy, a way of life, and ultimately a means of spiritual awakening. Yoga spans the gamut of life.

			The Ocean of Yoga offers an invitation into this vast aquatic exploration, transitioning from sailing to deep-sea diving. Amy Landry here offers a comprehensive yet accessible guide to the vast intellectual, cultural, spiritual tradition of yoga, one which extends far beyond the mat. Landry skillfully guides us across the waves of history, philosophy, subtle anatomy, and spiritual practice, offering a panoramic yet deeply personal exploration of yoga. She acknowledges the evolving nature of yoga while ensuring that its roots remain honored and intact. Her work reminds us that yoga is neither static nor reducible to any single form—whether physical, philosophical, or devotional—but is instead a confluence of multiple currents leading toward realization.

			The book unfolds in five distinct yet interconnected parts. Beginning with an exploration of yoga’s historical evolution, Landry guides the reader through the origins and transformations of the practice, illuminating its journey from Vedic times to modern transnational yoga. She then delves into the subtle anatomy of yoga, introducing concepts such as prana, marmas, nadis, and chakras—elements often overlooked in mainstream yoga education. The subsequent sections present the various paths and philosophies of yoga, the essential components of a complete practice, and finally, an exploration of the sacred language and texts that form yoga’s foundation.

			The modern yoga landscape is one of paradox: never before has yoga been so widely practiced, yet never before have its most essential teachings been so obscured by commercialization and materialism. Many yoga teacher trainings leave students feeling unmoored, disconnected from the deeper roots of the practice, and therefore the deeper layers of their own being. Simultaneously, sincere seekers may find themselves adrift amid the often diluted sea of available information. The Ocean of Yoga serves as an antidote to this dilution, offering a structured yet fluid approach to understanding the multidimensionality of yoga. It occupies a crucial and necessary space between yoga’s ancient Indian spiritual context and its modern Western evolution. It does not merely recount history or critique modernity; rather, it serves as a bridge, both acknowledging the roots of yoga in its deeply spiritual and philosophical origins while also engaging with the ways it has been reshaped in contemporary practice.

			From its origins in the Vedic traditions, the Upanishads, and later the philosophical and Tantrik systems, yoga has always been more than physical movement—it is a comprehensive spiritual discipline aimed at Self-realization, liberation (moksha), and the refinement of human consciousness. In the Indian tradition, yoga is inseparable from the larger framework of dharma, the pursuit of inner stillness, and the embodied wisdom of teachers who passed down their knowledge through unbroken lineages. Landry’s work deeply respects and upholds these foundations. She brings attention to the guru-shishya parampara (teacher-to-student lineage), the role of Vedic and Tantrik influences, and the expansive view of yoga as a multilayered path—including devotion (bhakti), knowledge (jnana), disciplined action (karma), and meditative absorption (raja yoga). She also explores the depths of yoga’s subtle anatomy, such as vayu, koshas, and the traya sharira, facets that have been historically central but are often omitted in Western yoga spaces.

			Yoga’s journey into the West has been one of adaptation and, at times, fragmentation. As postural practice (asana) became the most visible and marketable aspect of yoga, much of its philosophical and spiritual depth was sidelined. Teacher training programs often prioritize anatomy and sequencing over the transformative teachings of the Yoga Sutras, the Bhagavad Gita, or the Hatha Pradipika. Many practitioners today enter yoga through fitness studios, unaware of its vast philosophical dimensions.

			Rather than presenting a binary choice—ancient versus modern, East versus West—The Ocean of Yoga encourages an integrated understanding. It invites contemporary students to reconnect with yoga’s deeper roots without dismissing its modern expressions. In doing so, it offers a more holistic approach, where practitioners can appreciate yoga’s ancient wisdom while also navigating its place in the modern world with discernment.

			This book serves as a corrective to the dilution of yoga’s richness; indeed, a dip into the ocean beyond the surface, with treasures awaiting therein. It is a companion for those who seek a way to engage with yoga that is both informed by tradition and relevant to contemporary life. It challenges us to practice yoga not just with our bodies but with our whole being—mind, heart, and soul.

			What sets The Ocean of Yoga apart is its depth and clarity. It is not merely an academic study, nor is it a surface-level manual; rather, it is a living document that invites contemplation, integration, and lifelong inquiry. It provides a foundation for the study of yoga beyond postures, offering a means to cultivate a deeper relationship with the self and others.

			For those who yearn to transcend the trappings of Western yoga and delve into its healing and transformative potential, The Ocean of Yoga is your diving board. May this book serve as a launchpad for your journey, illuminating the path toward immeasurable wisdom, greater peace, and an abiding experience of the power of the human spirit.

			Dr. Raj Balkaran

			Founder of the online Indian Wisdom School Author of The Stories Behind the Poses
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			Introduction

			Within the Vedic Tradition, society has generally turned to both temples and iconography as an access point for devotional worship. To connect with an experience of divinity. This dualistic approach to something godly is often helpful for us, with our human mental faculties.

			Metaphorically, asana (AH-sa-nuh) are like a main doorway to the temple of yoga. Many enter but overlook the importance of removing their shoes, often leaving with the intention of returning some other time. Some become engrossed in the intricate carvings in the entryway, capturing photos that they may never revisit. Others roam the temple grounds barefoot and eventually get bored or lost. Only a few circumambulate clockwise inside the wondrous temple halls. Rarely do any discover the heart of yoga, resting within the sanctum.

			You see, with the global explosion of yoga, these days it is easy to find information on whatever commonplace aspect of the practice you desire. Such as any style of postural yoga. Many books readily available offer translations of the most popular yoga philosophy texts. Consider the number of Bhagavad Gita or Yoga Sutra renditions that are available. Without difficulty, you will find innumerable books on breathing, chakras, and meditation. Yet despite the thousands of yoga teacher trainings operating each year around the world, there is still no one stand-alone book that serves as an entry-level guide for students seeking yoga beyond the poses and beyond the well-established Eight Limbs of Yoga. A budding teacher trainee will receive a manual during their training, yet even the many yoga teacher training manuals are limited and lack the holistic depth of the full spectrum of yoga. Most materials are unable to offer a genuine glimpse into the many facets of the diamond that is yoga.

			Additionally, the nature of the modern world has almost entirely removed the traditional lineage-based relationship to a teacher (guru-shishya parampara). The nectar of yoga has been far less accessible, or perhaps less relatable, in the context of modern life. Many long for a deep connection to a spiritual teacher, one person who can guide them inward. Our modern society appears hooked on bouncing from one thing or person to another, usually unconsciously, to fill a void. Over many years, it became apparent to me through my in-person and online community that many practitioners experience a lack of certainty or direction. It’s concerning how much we appear to have lost our way.

			The Ocean of Yoga serves as an accessible and high-level perspective of the mighty path that is yoga. It is a starting point for you as a sincere practitioner to uncover deeper elements of yoga, to go beyond what has been compartmentalized and watered down. This is an invitation to remove your shoes and tread through the doorway to the temple of yoga. In turn, as you roam down ancient hallways, do take time to admire the intricate carvings and embellishments before patiently taking the steps inward to the sanctum. Yoga is a lifelong commitment of steady transformation.

			Chapter one of this book aims to lay down an important foundation to decode the historical timeline of yoga. We’ll uncover the principal periods of the Indian subcontinent that specifically shaped the development of yoga over thousands of years. Much of India’s history, as it pertains to yogic practices and philosophies, has been contested at times. Further research and ongoing translations of manuscripts will fill in the gaps and, hopefully, firm up the chronological arrangements. This first part presents critical—yet fascinating—information to provide a student with the basic historical framework and cultural context for their experience of yoga.

			In chapter two, we begin to comprehend the subtle yogic anatomy. While for the yoga teacher there is tremendous value in understanding modern or Western anatomy and physiology, there is an immense lack of study and assimilation of the intrinsic approach to the human body within the yogic realm. It is through the knowledge of subtle anatomy that we can further perceive the value of techniques that attempt to penetrate the layers of the self. Chapter two presents the purpose of prana and further explains concepts often glossed over, such as the kleshas, gunas, granthis, and traya sharira. Importantly, it clears up confusion around the chakras, which have been considerably modified through the Western lens historically.

			With many philosophical systems, styles of postural yoga, cultural customs, and fluid frameworks that guide the various stages of life, it can feel overwhelming to know how best to move forward with yogic pursuits. In chapter three, yoga is presented in the context of being a path to be lived rather than a mere set of practices. Chapter four emphasizes key yogic techniques that may form the basis of one’s individual sadhana (SAH-dha-nuh), applying these progressive practical elements along one’s chosen yogic path in a cumulative way. In logical succession, we explore the methods that systematically take us inward. Finally, chapter five brings to light the language of yoga. Here we delve into the beauty of Sanskrit, sacred sound, and the incredibly pertinent texts that literally and metaphorically offer us the timeless wisdom of yoga.

			Many students are seeking the nectar of the teachings but don’t know where to turn. Many teachers are unsure how to fulfill their responsibility toward yoga. The Ocean of Yoga is a guide to lead you into the spiritual heart, into self-inquiry and to a new level of experience that will forever shape you.

			This book revealed itself to me as I saw the need for something accessible and affordable that would provide both insight and a sense of relief for serious seekers swimming in the sea of reductionist yoga. There’s not one cell in my body that believes I am an expert in any particular area of yoga. However, like a polymath, I hope to have learned, applied, and embodied enough to be able to contribute toward upholding the depths of yoga.

			I invite you through the initial doorway of yoga and encourage you to keep moving inward. You can return to The Ocean of Yoga over and over, reading and assimilating differently each time, as you progress and mature on your path of practice. Know that whatever calls you into greater curiosity can carve a path that is uniquely yours. We cannot learn or know everything in one lifetime. No book on yoga could ever be complete, either. You may decide to choose a couple of areas in these pages to dedicate extended time and studentship toward. You may uncover where you are destined to place your wholehearted attention during this lifetime. Guided by the elusive cosmos, may you lead your own adventure into the luminous self within.

			There should be no need for a studious practitioner of yoga to spend thousands on teacher training programs to access the knowledge they desire. There should be no need for a dedicated yoga teacher to spend thousands to get qualified on paper only to walk away unfulfilled. Often the content within a teacher training only lightly touches on a few aspects of yoga. In addition, it is difficult to sift through the repetitive onslaught of information being regurgitated online and in books. Again, we can never learn everything about yoga in one lifetime, and it is hard to find the ambrosia. Perhaps this has been for valid reason, such as to minimize the misuse and monetization of the mystical. I’ve written this book as a guiding tool to spark inquiry and insight and facilitate deeper studies along your path. The Ocean of Yoga references multiple systems and aims to create enough clarity for you to move forward with a greater sense of direction and depth.

			Yoga is magnificently multifaceted, like a Crown of Light diamond. It is my earnest desire to keep illuminated this diamond that fuels the work you are now reading. My great hope is that The Ocean of Yoga will provide a glimmer of the many facets of yoga as both a path and practice.

			Let it be known that there is no one tradition, one path, or one approach to yoga. Every day, may we remember that within the walls of a temple we will locate the inner sanctum, and that our body is the same. Yoga is a vehicle to take us inward to the secret chamber where we uncover the warmth and radiant light of the spiritual heart.

			Finally, I have learned that we cannot get things right all the time in life. Therefore, the information surrounding any of the teachings, texts, history, and practices shared within these pages could change, especially with the ongoing academic research into yoga. Forgive any errors or misunderstandings. Wholeheartedly, I offer The Ocean of Yoga, something I wish had been available to me many years ago and that I hope will land in your hands at the most opportune time. May this be a resource you can reference both now and over years to come, knowing that together we may humbly contribute to upholding the vast richness of yoga.

			May your path be dedicated and lifelong. May it always call you into quietude. May you find refuge within the Self.
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			The Evolution of Yoga

			What Is Yoga?

			
				What do we mean when we use the word yoga in daily life? We encounter the Sanskrit term in a variety of contexts, including in literature, media, and marketing. Yet, do the connotations we attach to this word resonate with each other, or do they diverge? Many of us never pause to question or actively define our personal understanding of the term, content with the broad definition of “union.” Here is a fundamental question: What implications arise for our practice and the future of yoga if we lack this essential clarity? When we say we are “doing” yoga, do we genuinely grasp the essence of our actions, or does it remain elusive? Is it acceptable to accommodate differing meanings? Or is that the point, that yoga does have many meanings that depend on the circumstances and context? These are the inquiries that we shall delve into as we seek a deeper comprehension of the profound practice that is yoga.

			A simple and common response to this major question is that yoga is a state of being related to a state of liberation, or union (with the Supreme or universal consciousness). However, since most of us have never attained a state of realization, how can we possibly understand this elusive quality of being?

			The Sanskrit root, yuj, often implies yoking, binding, or to join or unify. Perhaps it feels deep and whimsical to think that this meaning reflects a spiritual attainment of sorts. But historically the word yoga was used in everyday Indian life outside the context of yoga as we know it. Yoga was used to describe the attachment or coupling of an animal, usually a bull, to a cart. It was the harnessing of the animal with a cross-piece. The basic principle here is the act of binding or connecting. It is understood that the word yoga in this context was used most often during wartime. Like all Sanskrit words, yoga has multiple meanings or translations that depend entirely on the context of its use. The syntax within yogic texts also gives rise to multiple layers of meaning. There is certainly complexity to this inquiry, bearing in mind that language has always evolved with time.

			Given that yoga as a spiritual path was originally disseminated through oral tradition, the word was first introduced in written form in the Rigveda. However, it wasn’t until the later Upanishads that the word was used more within the context we know today. In Vedic times, yoga was both a means and an aim. In most cases, it had nothing to do with physical positions or practices. Another nuance is to consider the Sanskrit word yukta, which is a verb that describes the action of yoga—of yoking.

			So, are we best to suggest that yoga is a process, a practice, a path, a form of exercise, a technique, a goal, or a state of being?

			Yoga is described by Lord Krishna in the Bhagavad Gita in multiple ways. If you include all variations, such as yukta and yogi, the word is used over a hundred times within the text, as a noun and verb. One of the more popular interpretations from the Bhagavad Gita occurs when Lord Krishna teaches us that yoga is the art of skillfully performing actions in the world. The context and the commentary of the text are incredibly important when we are trying to grasp the meaning of yoga.

			Historically speaking, the meaning of yoga was far from fixed. We can look back to see that in various cases it implied a path of renunciation, contemplation, detachment, abandonment of worldly desires, equanimity, self-remembrance, or the discontinuation of mental afflictions, that is, nivrtti. On the other hand, it meant pravrtti, applying oneself wholeheartedly to achieve things in the world, being of service to the world and seeking salvation.

			With the explosion and commodification of modern yoga globally, the meaning and purpose of the word yoga has become alarmingly distorted. Simultaneously, it may be wise to embrace the innovations of yoga. Yoga as a path of practice has continuously evolved over centuries, after all. However, the current developments of the broad yoga tradition are resulting in a slow degradation of its fruitful teachings, despite some beneficial innovations from recent decades. There is no doubt that the current state of the global yoga industry provides great benefit to physical wellness and mental health. But due to capitalist influences and the desire to commodify yoga, sadly the cultural context and subtle teachings of yoga have been drastically diminished. It is we who suffer from this loss. At the very least, yoga should ultimately ignite a withdrawal from external attachment and validation, promoting a state of mind that is steady, discerning, and reflective. In Patanjali’s Yoga Sutra 1.2, we are told that yoga is the restraint of the fluctuations of the mind: yogash-chitta-vrtti-nirodha. This is a timeless teaching, and relevant for practitioners in today’s world of chaos and distraction.

			The ongoing changes within the global yoga community and industry at large have brought about confusion and conflict. While there is value in adapting some of the teachings to our current worldly climate and ways of life, some traditionalists reasonably believe that to adapt is to dilute, and ultimately add to the deterioration of, the essence of yoga. Perhaps the best way to further contemplate this is to embrace an understanding of the general historical timeline of yoga—at least, as much as we know today, thanks to studious academic research alongside some rare unadulterated transmissions by means of unbroken lineages (parampara). Keep in mind that chronological accuracy is challenging and often debated. Nonetheless, one need not be deterred from delving into yoga’s past, as it is a key to reviving and retaining the depths of yoga. As more findings are uncovered, some of the following information could be subject to change, especially the order of events. Nevertheless, do embrace ruminations on the history of yoga as a resource for elevating your own studentship.

			Lastly, it would be amiss to ignore a question that often plagues the yoga community: Is yoga a religious practice? More specifically, is it a Hindu practice? The answer is supremely nuanced, but the best starting point to create clarity is to understand the terms Hindu and Hinduism. Surprising to many, the word Hindu is derived from Sindhu, which refers to the Indus River. It was originally used as a purely geographical term. When the Persians encountered the Indus Valley civilization, they pronounced Sindhu as Hindu due to their language’s phonetic patterns. Much later, during Islamic colonization and rule in India, the label of Hindu came to be used more contrastively, referring to those in India who were not Muslim, and eventually also those who were not Christian, Buddhist, Jain, or Jewish. It was at this time that it became used as a religious and even legal term. During this period of history, Hindus faced heavy taxes, temple destruction, and pressure to convert to Islam, and the label was felt by many to be a marker of second-class citizenship (note the term dhimmi).

			Eventually, around the time of the British colonial period, the label of “Hinduism” was used to classify and codify Indian traditions, leading to a grouping of many diverse and often contradictory philosophies and practices under what is really an umbrella term. The people themselves preferred, however, the more pertinent term of Sanatana Dharma. Sanatana Dharma more appropriately reflects a way of life over any religious ideology. Hinduism does not uphold one God or one scriptural text, like major religions such as Christianity, Islam, or Judaism. In more recent decades, there has been a more empowered renaissance of the label of Hindu to revive and defend the wisdom teachings of the Indian subcontinent. It could be said to be used as a unifying identity to counter the control of previous Islamic and British governance. As for yoga, there is no doubt that it is inextricably connected to Sanatana Dharma, for this philosophical way of life was the soil that the seed of yoga sprouted within. Of course, one may argue that this is an oversimplification and does not reflect the complex influences on yoga, which would be reasonable to attest.

			How Did We Get Here?

			
				Imagine the history and timeline of the development of yoga as a puzzle with missing pieces. Those missing pieces were most likely destroyed, even lost for eternity, which now creates conflicting ideas around certain developments in the civilization of Bharata—the former name for what is now regarded as the Indian subcontinent, including India and the partitioned Pakistan and Bangladesh, among others. This consideration is a useful foundation for understanding the trajectory of yoga. Many believe that the cultural characteristics and religions of India are exclusively rooted in the Indo-Aryan, and therefore Vedic, traditions. However, there are archaeological discoveries that challenge this. The discoveries indicate that the Indus Valley people had a very established and advanced culture prior, and this included religious and spiritual traits that likely were the original foundation of the Indian culture we know today. Of course, much about the population and life of the Indus civilization is unknown, or yet to be determined. But what we do know is there are no traces of Aryan or Indo-European influence on the Indus people of the time—at least five thousand years ago, possibly up to eight thousand.

			The famous Pashupati seal, measuring only 3.56 by 3.53 centimeters and found during the excavation of the ancient city Mohenjo-Daro of the Indus Valley, potentially alludes to spiritual practices of the era. It is an estimated 4,000 to 4,500 years old. The main distinguishable form on it is that of a man wearing a horned headdress with multiple adornments, surrounded by mostly herbivorous animals. The human figure on the soapstone seal is in a seated position, which some propose indicates a yogic seat or asana. One such posture is mulabandhasana. Mostly due to the symbolism associated with the “lord of animals,” Pashupati—a form of the god Shiva (shee-vuh)—it is suggested the figure may be a representation of Shiva himself, hence the name of the seal. It must be said that this is all ultimately speculation and interpretation. For the nature of the ancient Indus Valley lifestyle, to take such a seat would be reasonably natural and commonplace.

			You likely get the idea that the origins of the yoga we know today are challenging to ascribe. As previously highlighted, the first written mention of the word yoga was in the Rigveda. While various ideas across the four Vedas allude to yoga and influenced the practice, the first descriptions of actual yogic techniques or practices are found in the Upanishads. The Upanishads are the texts, or shastra (sh-AH-stra), that evolved from and became the end of the Vedas.

			Putting aside the uncertain history and timeline of the ancient people of present-day India, we can see that the nomadic Indo-Aryans likely established across central Asia what we now know as the Vedic tradition. Important to note, the term “Aryan” has tremendously negative connotations globally. This is due to the word having been adopted and adapted by Adolf Hitler and the Nazi Party. Many consider the word to be heavily associated with whiteness and colonization. However, the original use of the word Aryan relates to the speakers of Indo-European language who migrated across northern India during the Bronze Age. This was around the same period that the Indus Valley civilization began to decline. Bringing with them their language, which eventually gave rise to Sanskrit, the Aryan people settled over a lengthy period of time. They frequently orchestrated intricate and complex fire ceremonies that were woven into the fabric of daily life. Meanwhile, there is academic unanimity that yoga as a practice of subtle techniques was developing mutually among the ascetics located in northern India. No doubt the ritualistic Vedic ideas and methods influenced these earliest yogis over time, and vice versa.

			Renunciation

			
				One could say that the ascetics were the original yogis. Ascetics lived a life of austerity. They were usually depicted naked or near-nude, often with incredibly long hair, like pranic antennae. Renouncing worldly pleasures and attachments, these ascetics may appear to represent nothing like the yoga we know today. However, we know their penances were intended to promote tapasya: the cultivation of internal heat, power, or fire. We could say this is much like the internalized ritual of the Hatha and Tantrik paths, which have heavily informed modern yoga. While unproven, it has been speculated that the yoga posture vrksasana (vrk-SHAH-suh-nuh) is a modified, householder version of the sadhu’s standing on one leg for years or, potentially, an entire lifetime.

			As a reflection of their bodily detachments, ascetics often engaged in self-mortification throughout the centuries, such as lying on a bed of nails (as captured by photograph in the 1800s) or sitting in a circle of cow dung fires with the sun raging overhead. There were also practices of fasting, using cannabis, and inverting the body for extended periods. In a simple sense, their discipline was anchored in devotion to a deity (often Lord Shiva) or the Supreme Reality. It was cultivated with the intent to dissolve karma and detach from the individual self as much as possible.

			Asceticism is directly and indirectly mentioned in the Vedas alongside indications of the use of various hallucinogenic plants. Additionally, the teachings of Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras of the later classical yoga period could have heavily informed the life of an ascetic. While many of the teachings of the Yoga Sutras bring value to and have relevance in our everyday modern lives, ultimately the text does highlight the essential significance of tapas (austerity) and promotes both disinterest in the body and detachment from one’s mental preferences.

			Asceticism also involved the use of variants of cannabis such as bhang and hashish. It would not be uncommon today to walk throughout India and see an ascetic smoking a conical pipe made from clay or stone, called a chillum. This act has an association with Shiva, the Lord of Yoga and vanquisher of death. Fast-forward to the development of tantra, and we see that the use of intoxicants was, and still is, one of the defining practices within the “left path” of vamamarga, also called vamachara. The use of intoxicants is not for the simple purpose of getting high. They are used only for those who have become truly established in self-control and mental stability. For ascetics and tantrikas, the impacts of the intoxicants become an aid to the practice that is being engaged in. In book four of the Yoga Sutras, there is mention of the use of herbs as a means to reveal the veil between the layers of consciousness.

			Vedic Culture

			
				Passages that allude to the renunciate lifestyle of ascetics are simply a small part of the vastness of the Vedas themselves. The Sanskrit word veda means “knowledge.” It is the knowledge of the Vedas that was written down and compiled by the
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“A carefully composed and comprehensive guide to yoga in its most undiluted sense.
This book will take you by the hand and guide you across the great ocean of yoga.”
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