
Roots & Branches of Yoga:  
From Ancient India to Contemporary Global Practices 

co-taught by Ramesh Bjonnes and Marcy Braverman Goldstein, Ph.D. 
 

Syllabus 
We collected books, articles, and films to deepen your knowledge beyond what we have              
time to cover during our time together. Read/view “required” titles before or after each              
class, and save “optional” titles for a future date, perhaps next year, when they will               
reinforce what you are learning now.  
 
Trimester #1: 
The Ancient Yoga Period (5000 B.C.E. to 200 C.E., including the Vedas, 
Upanishads, Bhagavad-Gita, and Yoga Sutras) 
  
We will address the following topics from this period: When and where yoga 
originated--in the ancient Vedas, the parallel tradition of Shaivism, or through a complex 
confluence of both these sacred traditions?   We will decode the Aryan migration 
debate, discuss the textual and genetic evidence and explain how the Aryan 
controversy has affected the evolution of yoga, including India’s recent rise in 
nationalism. By looking at the Pashupatinath seal and a corresponding figure from 
Europe, we explore various arguments about whether these are archeological evidence 
of ancient yoga postures. We will also delve into yoga’s formative texts and 
systems—the Vedas, Upanishads, Ayurveda, Samkhya, Bhagavad Gita, and the Yoga 
Sutras of Patanjali.  Finally, we will discuss the oldest textual evidence of yoga 
postures, the latest work of James Mallinson and Mark Singleton, who state that yoga 
originated in the Sramana movement with yogi mendicants, such as the Kapalikas, who 
may have influenced Buddhism, Jainism and later Hinduism, and also the development 
of classical yoga with the compilation of Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras.  
 
Module 1 
We will discuss when and where yoga originated--in the ancient Vedas, the parallel 
tradition of Shaivism, or through a complex confluence of both these sacred traditions? 
We will decode the Aryan migration debate, discuss the textual and genetic evidence 
and explain how the Aryan controversy has affected the evolution of yoga. 
 
Readings/Viewings 
required 
Basham (1989)—The Origins and Development of Classical Hinduism, Chapter 1  

https://www.amazon.com/Origins-Development-Classical-Hinduism/dp/0195073495/ref=sr_1_1?keywords=origins+and+development+of+classical+hinduism&qid=1570884365&sr=8-1


Braverman Goldstein (2019) —“Studying The History of Yoga Could Be Limb 1.5 in 
Patanjali’s Eightfold Path” 
 
Bjonnes (2019)—A Brief History of Yoga (use “Look Inside” feature to read Introduction) 
 
Danielou (1991)—Yoga, Mastering the Secrets of Matter and the Universe  (use “Look 
Inside” feature to read Introduction) 
 
Optional  
Anandamurti (1993)—Tantra and Indo-Aryan Civilization (pdf emailed) 
 
Desai (2004)—Film, "Yoga Unveiled: Evolution and Essence of a Spiritual Tradition" 
 
Joseph (2017)—“How Genetics is Settling the Aryan Migration Debate”  
 
McEvilley (1983)—An Archaeology of Yoga  
 
Parpola (2016)—On the Roots of Early Hinduism 
 
Module 2 
We will discuss the Indus Valley civilization and the Pashupatinath seal and a 
corresponding figure from Europe and explore various arguments about whether these 
are archeological evidence of ancient yoga postures. We will explore the early Vedas 
and how they were possibly influenced by a different culture; we will discuss the 
importance of two archetypes: the Vedic priest and the yogi. How different are they, and 
can they be the same person?  
 
Readings/Viewings 
required 
Basham (1989)—The Origins and Development of Classical Hinduism, Ch. 2, especially 
pgs. 24-25 including Rig Veda 10.90 
 
Griffith, trans.—“Rig Veda 10.136 The Long Haired Ascetic” 
 
optional 
Bjonnes (2019)—A Brief History of Yoga  
 
White (2018 )—“Yoga in Transformation”  
 

https://sweatnetusa.com/studying-the-history-of-yoga-could-be-limb-1-5-in-patanjalis-eightfold-path/
https://sweatnetusa.com/studying-the-history-of-yoga-could-be-limb-1-5-in-patanjalis-eightfold-path/
https://www.amazon.com/Brief-History-Yoga-Tantric-Modern-ebook/dp/B07DZ1KFP4
https://www.amazon.com/Yoga-Mastering-Secrets-Matter-Universe/dp/0892813016
https://www.amazon.com/Yoga-Unveiled-Evolution-Spiritual-Tradition/dp/B002B8YORE/ref=sr_1_1?crid=XE369QU6YH0R&dchild=1&keywords=yoga+unveiled+movie&qid=1570884487&sprefix=yoga+unveil%2Caps%2C196&sr=8-1
https://www.thehindu.com/sci-tech/science/how-genetics-is-settling-the-aryan-migration-debate/article19090301.ece
https://www.scribd.com/doc/208772238/McEvilley-an-Archeology-of-Yoga-
http://www.sutrajournal.com/asko-parpola-on-the-roots-of-hinduism-by-vikram-zutshi
https://www.amazon.com/Origins-Development-Classical-Hinduism/dp/0195073495/ref=sr_1_1?keywords=origins+and+development+of+classical+hinduism&qid=1570884365&sr=8-1
https://www.sacred-texts.com/hin/rigveda/rv10136.htm
https://www.amazon.com/Brief-History-Yoga-Tantric-Modern-ebook/dp/B07DZ1KFP4
https://www.embodiedphilosophy.com/yoga-in-transformation/


Module 3 
Yoga’s formative texts and systems will be discussed—the Vedas, Upanishads, 
Ayurveda, Samkhya, Bhagavad Gita. What are some common threads in these texts 
and what are some of the main differences? What were the cultural circumstances 
under which these texts were developed, such as in the greater Magadha culture? Were 
the texts coming from different sources and cultures, and were they part of oral lore long 
before they were written down?  
 
Readings/Viewings 
required 
Griffith, trans.—“Rig Veda 10.129 “Creation Hymn” 
 
Olivelle, trans.—Upanisads (specifically “Shvetashvatara Upanishad") (or any 
translation, search internet) 
 
Embodied Philosophy video—“What is Samkhya?” 
 
optional 
Bryant (2017)—Bhakti Yoga: Tales and Teachings for the Bhagavata Purana 

Feuerstein (2003)—The Deeper Dimension of Yoga  

Schweig, trans. (2010)—Bhagavadgita (or any translation) 
 
Module 4 
The oldest textual evidence of yoga postures, as well as the latest work of James 
Mallinson and Mark Singleton, who state that yoga originated in the Sramana 
movement at the time of the Buddha (500 BCE), will be discussed. We will end the 
module with an in depth look at the nature and importance of Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras 
and compare its nature and influence to Samkhya, the Upanishads and the Bhagavad 
Gita.  
 
Readings/Viewings 
required 
Basham (1989)—The Origins and Development of Classical Hinduism, Chps. 3-4 
 
Mallinson & Singleton (2017)—Roots of Yoga (use “Look” feature to read Introduction) 

 
 

https://www.sacred-texts.com/hin/rigveda/rv10129.htm
https://www.amazon.com/Upanisads-Oxford-Classics-Patrick-Olivelle/dp/019954025X/ref=asc_df_019954025X/?tag=hyprod-20&linkCode=df0&hvadid=312132072158&hvpos=1o1&hvnetw=g&hvrand=14358842403514455654&hvpone=&hvptwo=&hvqmt=&hvdev=c&hvdvcmdl=&hvlocint=&hvlocphy=&hvtargid=pla-458755011963&psc=1
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=awFdSi_VD5c
https://www.amazon.com/Bhakti-Yoga-Teachings-Bhagavata-Purana/dp/0865477752/ref=sr_1_1?keywords=Bhakti+Yoga%3A+Tales+and+Teachings+for+the+Bhagavata+Purana&qid=1570887318&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.com/Deeper-Dimension-Yoga-Theory-Practice/dp/1570629358/ref=sr_1_1?keywords=The+Deeper+Dimension+of+Yoga&qid=1570887420&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.com/s?k=schweig+bhagavadgita&ref=nb_sb_noss
https://www.amazon.com/Origins-Development-Classical-Hinduism/dp/0195073495/ref=sr_1_1?keywords=origins+and+development+of+classical+hinduism&qid=1570884365&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.com/Roots-Penguin-Classics-James-Mallinson-ebook/dp/B01LXI3U2C


optional 
Rahula (2007)—What the Buddha Taught 

Satchidananda, trans. (2012)—Yoga Sutras of Patanjali 

“The Yoga Sutras of Patanjali | Prof. Edwin Bryant” (video) 
 
Trimester #2 
The Premodern Yoga Period (200 C.E -1800 C.E., including Tantric traditions, 
Hatha Yoga, and Bhakti Yoga) 
 We will address the following topics from this period: From the so-called Tantric 
Renaissance in the Middle Ages, we will discern whether Tantra was a new 
development or a continuation from the oral tradition and the Puranas.  The meditation 
practices described in the Yoga Sutras and its Kriya Yoga system will be analyzed, and 
we will determine if they have Tantric roots.  By looking at various Hatha Yoga texts, the 
influential Nath tradition, and its famous teachers Goraksanath and Matsyendranath, we 
will discuss their possible influences on later and contemporary yoga traditions.  The 
Kashmir Tantra traditions and its teachers will be discussed, including some of its most 
important texts, such as the Vijana Bhairava. Then we will revisit some important 
questions: did yoga originate in the Vedas and advance through the Upanishads and 
the Yoga Sutras, and blossom into the later Tantra traditions?  Or did yoga advance as 
a composite tradition from the beginning, with core teachings from both Vedic and 
Tantric traditions? We will finally explore the different expressions of yoga, such as 
Vedanta and Bhakti Yoga, the many Tantric paths, as well as the development of 
Hinduism after various Muslim invasions, a and a look at British  
 
Readings/Viewings 
required 
Basham (1989)—The Origins and Development of Classical Hinduism, Chps. 5-6 
 
Isaacs (2006)—“Tantra Rising”  
 
optional 
Feuerstein (1998)—Tantra: Path of Ecstasy  (Introduction, use Look Inside option) 
 
Kumar (2019)— “Summary of Hatha Yoga Pradipika”  
 
Wallis (2012)—Tantra Illuminated:  The Philosophy, History, and Practice of a Timeless 
Tradition 
 

https://www.amazon.com/What-Buddha-Taught-Walpola-Rahula-ebook/dp/B003OYIG00/ref=sr_1_1?keywords=what+the+buddha+taught&qid=1570885955&s=books&sr=1-1
https://www.amazon.com/Yoga-Sutras-Patanjali-Swami-Satchidananda/dp/1938477073
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cp1X-ar76nA
https://www.amazon.com/Origins-Development-Classical-Hinduism/dp/0195073495/ref=sr_1_1?keywords=origins+and+development+of+classical+hinduism&qid=1570884365&sr=8-1
https://www.yogajournal.com/yoga-101/tantra-rising
https://www.amazon.com/Tantra-Path-Ecstasy-Georg-Feuerstein-ebook/dp/B0098PZWHE/ref=tmm_kin_swatch_0?_encoding=UTF8&qid=1570913691&sr=8-1
https://www.yoga-teacher-training.org/2011/04/23/a-summary-of-the-hatha-yoga-pradipika/
https://www.amazon.com/Tantra-Illuminated-Philosophy-Practice-Tradition/dp/B01ACM8BHE/ref=sr_1_1?crid=2MDX99DO88H2X&keywords=tantra+illuminated+by+christopher+wallis&qid=1570945574&sprefix=tantra%2Caps%2C154&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.com/Tantra-Illuminated-Philosophy-Practice-Tradition/dp/B01ACM8BHE/ref=sr_1_1?crid=2MDX99DO88H2X&keywords=tantra+illuminated+by+christopher+wallis&qid=1570945574&sprefix=tantra%2Caps%2C154&sr=8-1


Trimester #3 
The Modern Yoga Period (1800 C.E. until today, including Vivekananda’s arrival in 
the US, Krishnamacharya’s invention of modern postural yoga, and the popular 
yoga revolution) 
 
We will address the following topics from this period:   The influential Indian sage 
Ramakrishna and his famous disciple Vivekananda who became the first Westernized 
Indian yogi.  Following in these footsteps, Yogananda arrived in the West and taught an 
integral yet modernized form of yoga incorporating both meditation and posture yoga. 
Next is Krishnamacharya, who invented modern posture practice, and his disciples, 
including Pattabhi Jois and B. K. S. Iyengar, who popularized these practices in yet 
newer forms in the West. We will discuss whether Krishnamacarya drew on older asana 
teachings or invented new postures.  We will then explore the difference between the 
traditional, largely soteriological paths of yoga, and how that overlaps and contrasts with 
modern yoga as a fitness, spiritual, holistic lifestyle practice.  The many cultural, 
psychological and even political issues surrounding modern yoga will be explored, such 
as appropriation vs. appreciation, commercialism, fame and abuse, the pros and cons 
of gurus, and the growing post-lineage yoga movement. Finally, we will discuss what 
the future of yoga may hold—will it become largely Westernized and self-empowerment 
oriented, or will it herald a new bridge, a global, universal, cross-cultural search for 
health, happiness, meaning and enlightenment? Or will it blossom into something 
entirely different? 
 
Readings/Viewings 
required 
Brooks (2018)—“A Note about Cultural Appropriation Since Nearly Forever”  
Gandhi (2013)—Film, “Kumare:  The True Story of a False Prophet”  
Leitsinger (2018)—“#metoo Unmasks the Open Secret of Sexual Abuse in Yoga” 
White (2014)—The “Yoga Sutra of Patanjali”:  A Biography, Chps. 1, 7, 12  
Wildcroft (2004)—“Post-lineage Yoga:  From Guru to #MeToo” 
Zutshi (2019)—“India Syndrome,” and the strange side of Americans’ obsession with 
Hindu spirituality”  
 
optional 
Goldberg (2013)—American Veda:  From Emerson and the Beatles to Yoga and 
Meditation, How Indian Spirituality Changed the West  
Jain (2014)—Selling Yoga:  From Counterculture to Pop Culture  
Singleton (2010)—Yoga Body: The Origins of Modern Posture Yoga  
 

http://rajanaka.blogspot.com/2018/09/a-note-about-cultural-appropriation.html
https://www.amazon.com/Kumare-Vikram-Gandhi/dp/B00AOCDEF2/ref=sr_1_3?keywords=kumare&qid=1570946969&sr=8-3
https://www.kqed.org/news/11690316/metoo-unmasks-the-open-secret-of-sexual-abuse-in-yoga
https://www.amazon.com/Yoga-Sutra-Patanjali-Biography-Religious/dp/0691197075/ref=asc_df_0691197075/?tag=hyprod-20&linkCode=df0&hvadid=366301040826&hvpos=1o1&hvnetw=g&hvrand=10395859915605075536&hvpone=&hvptwo=&hvqmt=&hvdev=c&hvdvcmdl=&hvlocint=&hvlocphy=&hvtargid=pla-811874050201&psc=1&tag=&ref=&adgrpid=77768497658&hvpone=&hvptwo=&hvadid=366301040826&hvpos=1o1&hvnetw=g&hvrand=10395859915605075536&hvqmt=&hvdev=c&hvdvcmdl=&hvlocint=&hvlocphy=&hvtargid=pla-811874050201
https://www.equinoxpub.com/home/view-chapter/?id=39168
https://qz.com/india/1545769/india-syndrome-and-the-strange-side-of-americans-obsession-with-hindu-spirituality/
https://qz.com/india/1545769/india-syndrome-and-the-strange-side-of-americans-obsession-with-hindu-spirituality/
https://www.amazon.com/American-Veda-Emerson-Meditation-Spirituality/dp/0385521359/ref=sr_1_1?keywords=American+Veda%3A+From+Emerson+and+the+Beatles+to+Yoga+and+Meditation&qid=1570889796&s=books&sr=1-1
https://www.amazon.com/American-Veda-Emerson-Meditation-Spirituality/dp/0385521359/ref=sr_1_1?keywords=American+Veda%3A+From+Emerson+and+the+Beatles+to+Yoga+and+Meditation&qid=1570889796&s=books&sr=1-1
https://www.amazon.com/Selling-Yoga-Counterculture-Pop-Culture/dp/019939024X/ref=sr_1_3?keywords=Selling+Yoga%3A+From+Counterculture+to+Pop+Culture&qid=1570889751&s=books&sr=1-3
https://www.amazon.com/Yoga-Body-Origins-Posture-Practice/dp/0195395344/ref=sr_1_1?keywords=Yoga+Body%3A+The+Origins+of+Modern+Posture+Yoga&qid=1570946248&sr=8-1

