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Abstract :

Yoga—etymologically derived from the Sanskrit verbal root yuj (“to yoke,” “to
unite”)—is simultaneously a spiritual discipline, a philosophical system, and a cultural idiom.
Sanskrit literature, spanning more than three millennia, preserves the multilayered evolution
of yogic thought, praxis, and symbolism. This seminar paper traces that evolution from the
earliest Vedic hymns to modern Sanskrit compositions, demonstrating how the lexicon,
metaphors, and doctrines of Yoga have both shaped and been shaped by India’s literary

imagination.

The study proceeds diachronically through six interconnected strata: (1) the
proto-yogic imagery of the Rg- and Atharva-Vedas, where tapas, sadhana, and disciplined
breath herald later techniques; (2) the classical Upanisads, which crystalize an interiorized
“yoga of knowledge” (jiana-yoga) and a contemplative “yoga of silence” (sama); (3) the
epic synthesis found in the Mahabharata—culminating in the Bhagavad-Gita’s triune paths of
karma, bhakti, and jiiana-yoga—and in the Ramayana’s portrayal of yogic asceticism; (4) the
systematization of practice in Patafijali’s Yoga-sitra and its medieval commentaries, which
codify the eight-limbed (astanga) discipline; (5) the expansion, democratization, and ritual
infusion of Yoga in Tantric and Hatha texts such as the Hathapradipika and Goraksa-sataka,
and (6) the literary, devotional, and didactic uses of yogic tropes in kavya, niti, and

contemporary Sanskrit drama and poetry.

Across these strata, Sanskrit authors deploy Yoga as cosmology, soteriology, medical
science, allegory, and even political ethics. The paper highlights lesser-studied sources—the
Sivayoga-pranama, Bhartrhari’s Satakatraya, the Laghu-yoga-vasistha, and modern Sanskrit
plays—to show that Yoga is not a static doctrine but a living, intertextual conversation.

Methodologically, the survey combines philological close reading with intellectual-historical
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contextualization, demonstrating that Yoga’s multiple textual faces—from austere
renunciation to embodied practice—mirror the pluralism of Sanskrit literature itself.
Ultimately, the paper argues that understanding Yoga through its literary lineage enriches
both Indological scholarship and the contemporary global reception of yogic traditions.

Keywords: Yoga, Sanskrit literature, Pataiijali, Bhagavad-Gita, Hatha-yoga etc.
Introduction:

Yoga’s global currency today tends to foreground postural practice, but its Sanskrit
literary genealogy reveals far richer dimensions: metaphysical inquiry, ethical cultivation,
ritual technology, and poetic metaphor. This paper surveys representative texts where “Yoga”
appears not merely as a discrete doctrine but as a versatile rasayana—a catalytic agent in the
aesthetic, philosophical, and socio-religious life of ancient and medieval India. Following a
chronological path allows us to see how new layers of meaning accrete without erasing older
strands; Patafijali does not cancel Vedic tapas, and the Hathapradipika re-voices rather than

rejects the Gita.

Methodologically, | adopt (1) philology—reading passages in their original metres
and prose syntax; (2) intellectual history—situating each text within its sectarian, regional,
and political conditions; and (3) comparative hermeneutics—showing dialogue between
Sanskrit and Prakrit, Saiva and Vaisnava, or ascetic and courtly idioms. Citations follow an
MLA-modified parenthetical format, giving siitra or verse numbers where applicable. Glosses

retain diacritics to preserve phonetic nuance.
Proto-yoga in Vedic Hymns:

Scholarship once treated the Vedas as ritualist and pre-philosophical, but close
reading uncovers embryonic yogic concepts. The Rg-Veda articulates tapas (heat, austerity)
as creative potency (RV 10.154.5). Atharvan seers describe pranayamic “breath confining”
(pranan prati dharayan) to prolong life (saradam AthV 11.4.1). The refrain “one-eyed seer”
(eka-caksuh RV 10.121) anticipates the Ajna-cakra. While ritual fire remains central,
interiorization begins: the heart’s cave (hrdaya-guha) harbors the deity (RV 10.135). Early
ascetics (muni, kesin RV 10.136) wander “wind-girdled” (vata-raktan), practicing ecstatic

restraint reminiscent of later pratyahara.
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Philologists such as Mylius argue that these hymns evidence a “yoga of vision,”
privileging altered consciousness over physical postures. Environmental austerity (forest
hermits) foreshadows Ramayana sages. Moreover, the Vedic soma cult suggests

psychophysical alchemy later pursued by Tantrikas.
Upanisadic Interiorization :

The late-Vedic Upanisads pivot from liturgy to introspection. The Katha introduces
the chariot allegory: senses (indriyani) are steeds, mind the reins, intellect the driver, Self the
lord (KathU 1.3.3-4). Controlling this team is declared yogah syat—that indeed is Yoga”
(KathU 2.3.11). The Svetasvatara coins yoga-adhyatma-vidya (SvU 2.15) and prescribes
beholding the Self “with body erect, in contemplation, calm” (2.8-10), anticipating

Patanjali’s posture and breath regulations.

Notably, early yogic praxis remains tethered to jiana: liberation arises from “knowing
Brahman” rather than muscular effort. Yet techniques surface: sirya-nadi control (Kundali
awakening) in SvU2.8 hints at nadi-Sodhana. The Brhad-Aranyaka describes internal
“fivefold fire sacrifice,” mapping ritual onto the body (BAU 6.2). Linguistic innovations—
pratyag-atman, asana, dhyana—-crystallize a technical vocabulary that successive

commentators inherit.
Epic Syntheses: Mahabharata and Ramayana:

The Mahabharata, called the “fifth Veda,” embeds the most extensive early yogic
treatises in Sanskrit prose. The Santi- and Anusasana-parvans offer discourses on rajayoga,
meditation on the purusa, and ethical precepts for householders. However, the Bhagavad-Gita
(chapters 6, 8, 12) remains the locus classicus. Verse 6.11-14 prescribes a seat of grass,
steady posture, and mind withdrawal—virtual commentary on YS I1.46-55 centuries before
Patanjali. Krsna’s threefold path synthesizes action, devotion, and knowledge, broadening

Yoga’s social reach.

Vyasa’s narrative depicts yogic miracles: Bhisma’s iccha-mrtyu (Self-chosen death)
parallels utkranti-yoga (controlled exit of prana), while Dhrtarastra’s clairvoyance recalls
yogic siddhi (super-normal power). The Ramayana, especially in Aranya- and
Kiskindha-kandas, portrays sages like Valmiki and Bharadvaja whose dhyana radiates
protective aura. Rama himself is addressed as yogisvara by Agastya (VR 7.88), framing

kingship as yogic self-mastery.
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These epics thus articulate Yoga as both renunciate and civic virtue—a tension later

exploited in kavya, where heroes attain prowess through yogic austerity.

Systematization: Pataijali’s Yoga-siitra :

Compiled circa 2nd c. BCE—4th c. CE, the Yoga-sutra (YS) codifies an eight-limbed
(astanga) path: ethical restraints, postures, breath control, sense withdrawal, concentration,
meditation, and  absorption. = Commentators—Vyasa (c.5thc.), Vacaspatimisra,
Vijfianabhiksu—embed the text in Samkhya metaphysics: purusa-prakrti dualism and
guna-transcendence. Patafjali’s terse aphorisms (e.g., “Yogah citta-vrtti-nirodhah” YS1.2)

elevate psychological cessation as the definitional goal.

A major literary innovation is the catalog of vibhitis (111.16-50): abilities ranging
from clairaudience to atom-sized form attained through samyama. Poets such as Kalidasa
appropriate these powers to dramatize grandeur: Purnavati’s celestial flight in Rtu-samhara

mirrors laghima-siddhi.

Through Saiva and Buddhist sub-commentaries, YS vocabulary permeates treatises
like Abhinavagupta’s Tantraloka and Ratnakarasanti’s Yogdcara-bhumi, initiating
cross-tradition dialogues. Yet, the YS remains silent on asanas beyond “comfortable seat”;

the explosion of postural detail belongs to Hatha texts.
Tantric and Hatha Elaborations :

Between the 9th and 15th centuries, Saiva, Vaisnava, and Buddhist Tantras reframed
Yoga as an alchemical science harnessing kundalint energy and bodily fluids. The
Nisvasa-karika, Satcakra-niriipana, and Siva-samhita depict subtle body diagrams: six or

more cakras, ida-pingala nadis, and bindu—rasa concepts.

The 15th-century Hathapradipika (Svatmarama) synthesizes Patafijala concentration
with Tantric physiology, dedicating one quarter to asanas (fifteen named), one to pranayama,
one to mudra, and one to samadhi. Verse 2.76 proclaims: “Just as lions, elephants, and tigers
are controlled, so prana moves under mastery through practice of Hatha.” Language here is

poetic yet technical, its metaphors (“sun-moon union’) reminiscent of classical kavya.

The Gheranda-samhita (c. 17th c.) adds shat-karma purifications and 32 asanas, while
the Yoga-bija prescribes mantra-infused inner rites. The profusion of Sanskrit yoga manuals

during this period signals democratization: initiatory secrecy relaxes, laypersons and royalty
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commission commentaries. Marathi bhakti-sants (e.g., Jianadeva’s Amrtanubhava) write in

semi-Sanskrit, bridging oral vernacular and scholastic culture.
Yoga in Kavya and Didactic Poetry :

Court poets appropriate yogic imagery to dramatize rasa. Kalidasa likens Parvati’s austerities
to the concentration of a yogin (KumsS II1.2), while the cosmic union of Siva and Uma in
Kumarasambhava evokes raja-tama balance. Bharavi’s Kiratarjuniya uses dhyana scenes

(11.6-10) to heighten Arjuna’s tapas, culminating in Siva’s boon.

Bhartrhari’s Satakatraya offers ethical reflections: “For the yogin, the world is a bubble on
the wave” (mrnala-dala-gandho jagat). Here, Yoga becomes a rhetorical trope for dispassion.
Similarly, Niti poets like Stidraka (in Mrcchakatika) invoke yogic metaphors to admonish

courtiers, revealing Yoga’s penetration of secular ethics.
Philosophical Debates and Commentarial Dialogues:

Nyaya-VaiSesika logicians scrutinize yogic pratyaksa (direct perception). Udayana’s
Atma-tattva-viveka critiques yogic claimants, demanding independent corroboration.
Advaitin thinkers—Sankara in Brhad-Aranyaka bhasya—accept meditative insight yet
subordinate method to non-dual knowledge. Meanwhile, Buddhist Yogacara texts (e.g.,
Asanga’s Sanskrit Yogacarabhimi) redefine Yoga as mental cultivation toward nirvana,

appropriating terminology while shifting ontology.
Modern Sanskrit Compositions and Global Reception :

Twentieth-century  Sanskrit poets like V.Raghavan’s Rtu-manorama and
Abhaya-deva’s Yoganka-nataka revive classical diction to engage modern themes—urban
alienation, women’s agency—through yogic allegory. Contemporary journals
(Sanskrit Vimarsa, Yogayana) publish new slokas praising asana therapy. Translational
projects—S. Dasgupta’s Yoga Philosophy in Relation to Other Systems of Indian Thought
(1930), P.R.S.Sarma’s critical edition of Hathapradipika (1975)—bridge philology and
studio practice, enabling Yoga’s global spread.

UNESCO’s 2016 inscription of Yoga as Intangible Cultural Heritage cites Sanskrit
sources, underscoring literature’s role in legitimating modern pedagogies. Nevertheless,
debates over cultural appropriation call for nuanced historicity—precisely the task of Sanskrit

literary analysis.
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Conclusion:

From Vedic rumblings to digital-age dramas, Sanskrit literature continually
reimagines Yoga—sometimes ascetic, sometimes erotic, sometimes therapeutic, always
polyvalent. Recognizing this literary palimpsest prevents reductive equating of Yoga with
postures or solipsistic wellness. Instead, it restores Yoga as a dialogic process: ritual meets
philosophy, poetry meets praxis, silence meets song. For scholars and practitioners alike, the
Sanskrit canon offers both archive and inspiration, reminding us that Yoga’s ultimate “union”
is textual as much as transcendental—uniting voices across centuries in the shared pursuit of

liberation (moksa) and creative self-fashioning.
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