
The Yoga Sūtras of Patañjali is a collection of 196 In-
dian sūtras or aphorisms composed in approximately. 
He compiled the book from older materials from two 
different traditions – the “eight limb yoga” known as 
ashtanga yoga, and action yoga, known as karma yoga. 
The aphorisms and accompanying commentary consti-
tute “The Treatise on Yoga according to Patañjali”.  Yoga 
Sutras is divided in to four books or padas: Samadhi 
Pada Sadhana Pada; Vibhuti and Kaivalya Pada. He 
outlines the system of ashtanga yoga consisting of eight 
limbs, five of which are external aids to and three of 
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The Yoga Sutras of Patañjali

which are internal aids. The Yoga Sutras synthesized the teachings of many philo-
sophical systems and were highly influential for over a thousand years before falling 
out of favor by the 16th century. Interest was reawakened the early 19th century 
and led to the consideration of the work as a primary key to the “science of yoga”.
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The Bhagavad-Gita is a core book in Hindu scripture that 
recounts a dialog between warrior prince Arjuna and 
his charioteer Lord Krishna in 700 verses framed by a 
conversation between a blind ruler and his minister, a 
clairvoyant who eavesdrops on Krishna and Arjuna. 
The central conflict is warfare that threatens to destroy 
the kingdom. Arjuna is torn between his duty to serve 
the family on one side of the conflict and the sense that 
the conflict itself violates the laws of Dharma, which 
he is also sworn to uphold. Frozen, he refuses to fight. 
Krishna realizes that he must impart the mysteries of 
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Dharmic action to Arjuna and so reveals himself as a many-sided divine being. 
He instructs Arjuna in the structure of the universe, primordial nature, and the 
importance of self-control, faith, equanimity, unselfishness, and devotion. Only 
by attending to his duty will Arjuna transcend the bonds of matter and human 
behavior and achieve immortality. The battle is generally seen as an allegory for 
the struggles of human life and has prompted many interpretations over time. 
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If Lao Tzu then had revolted against the growing artificiality 
of life in his day, a return to nature must have seemed doubly 
imperative to his disciple Chuang Tzu, who flourished more 
than a couple of centuries later, when the bugbear of civilisa-
tion had steadily advanced. With chagrin he saw that Lao Tzu’s 
teaching had never obtained any firm hold on the masses, still 
less on the rulers of China, whereas the star of Confucius was 
unmistakably in the ascendant. Within his own recollection 
the propagation of Confucian ethics had received a powerful 

impetus from Mencius, the second of China’s orthodox sages. Now Chuang Tzu was imbued 
to the core with the principles of pure Taoism, as handed down by Lao Tzu. He might more 
fitly be dubbed “the Tao-saturated man” than Spinoza “the God-intoxicated.” Tao in its vari-
ous phases pervaded his inmost being and was reflected in all his thought. He was therefore 
eminently qualified to revive his Master’s ringing protest against the materialistic tendencies 
of the time. - Summary by Lionel Giles
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Musings of a Chinese Mystic: Selections from 
the Philosophy of Chuang Tzu

This ancient work of the Chinese General Sun Tzu 
has proved the test of time. Translated into French 
in 1792 and then into English in 1905, this treatise 
on war has been the handbook for those engaged in 
combat as well as other adversarial encounters out-
side the scope of military activities. Businessmen, 
lawyers, politicians, even athletes have availed them-
selves of Sun Tzu’s genius. Sun Tzu believed war to 
be a necessary evil that must be avoided, though, 
when necessary, should be prosecuted to a quick 
end. His writings on the knowledge of one’s enemy, 
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The Art of War

the true nature of strategy and tactics, and the primacy of pre-battle position-
ing, have enlightened the western mind and become bedside reading for figures 
like Generals MacArthur and Schwartzkopf.  It’s rare to find a book that deliv-
ers on its promise. In thirteen chapters The Art of War delivers all that and more. 
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The Tao Te Ching is an ancient Chinese classic text writ-
ten by sage Lao Tzu in the sixth century BC.    The 
book is a sequence of 81 short poems structured in 
two parts – the Tao Ching (chapters 1-37) and the 
Te Ching (chapters 38-81).  The style combines 
two elements: short, memorable declarative state-
ments and intentional contradictions that force the 
listener to reconcile the resulting ambiguities.  The 
absence of grammatical connectors increases the 
ambiguity and gives rise to varying interpretations. 
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The Tao Te Ching is a fundamental text in both religious and philosophical Taoism 
and has greatly influenced Confucianism, Legalism, and Chinese Buddhism, 
which was originally introduced to China through Taoist concepts and termi-
nology.  The oldest version dated prior to 300 BC was discovered in 1993 and 
consists of 800 slips of bamboo. It is a continuing source of inspiration to Chi-
nese artists and is one of the most translated works in all of world literature.
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The Analects of Confucius

The Analects of Confucius is a collection of anecdotes, 
sayings and ideas attributed to the Chinese philoso-
pher and teacher Confucius.  The Analects are believed 
to have been written down his followers shortly after 
his death and to have been further revised into its 
present form by the mid-Han dynasty.  The core idea 
of Confucianism is that the general welfare of a coun-
try depends on the moral virtue of its people, begin-
ning with leadership. Cultivation of virtue is done via 
the practice of ren, which teaches the importance of 
devotion to parents and the wisdom of reconciling 
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individual desires with rules and rituals of propriety, which engender respect for 
others and responsibility.  The importance of The Analects as an essential phil-
osophical work was seen in the inclusion in the “Four Books” during the Song 
Dynasty (960 – 1279).  It has been one of the most widely read books in China 
for 2,000 years and maintains a strong influence on Chinese thought and values.
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The Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám 

The Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám is a translation by En-
glishman Edward FitzGerald of poems by the Per-
sian Omar Khayyám. The word rubaiyat combines 
the term ‘rubai’, meaning a two line stanza with two 
parts per line, and ‘yat’, meaning four.  Khayyám 
produced over one thousand such stanzas. The En-
glish translations by Fitzgerald are the best known 
and consist of about one hundred quatrains in each 
of five editions which appeared over the course of 
thirty years between 1859 and 1889. The transla-
tions are by no means literal or exacting. FitzGer-
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ald admittedly took liberties while taking pains to capture and render the spirit 
of the original. Numerous phrases that have entered the cultural lexicon have 
their origins in the Rubaiyat, the most common cited being “A Book of Verses 
underneath the Bough, A Jug of Wine, a Loaf of Bread--and Thou”.  Lines and 
phrase from the poem have served as titles for many literary and dramatic works.
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The Perfumed Garden

The Perfumed Garden by Sheikh Nafzaoui is a fifteenth-cen-
tury Arabic sex manual and work of erotic literature. 
The book contains a discussion of qualities men and 
women should cultivate to be attractive, gives advice 
on sexual technique, and treats issues of sexual health, 
complete with remedies for sexual maladies.  It lists the 
many names used for private parts and briefly describes 
the nature of sex among animals.  Also included are a 
section on the interpretation of dreams and stories. The 
reputation of the book in the Arab world was similar to 
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that of the Arabian Nights. It is unique in “the seriousness with which the most lasciv-
ious and obscene matters are presented.” The Perfumed Garden was introduced to the 
English speaking world in a 1886 by Sir Richard Francis Burton, who compared 
the work to that of Rabelais and the French book Conjugal Love by Nicolas Venette. 
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A Passage to India (1924) is widely acclaimed as one of the 
hundred best literary works of 20th century. The story is set 
at the moment when the lasting supremacy of the British Raj 
could no longer be taken for granted. Imperial power had 
been effectively supported by old and deep-seated religious 
and cultural conflicts between India’s Hindu and Muslim 
populations, which divided and sapped the local powers ul-
timately needed to overthrew imperial rule in 1947. Forster 
illustrates how this rift begins to be overshadowed by the 
increasing resistance of all Indians to the extreme racism, op-
pression and socio-political mismanagement of British rule.
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A Passage to India

The work is perhaps best known for his brilliant development of the relationships between 
his characters, which are fraught by a wide range of precarious cultural, social, political and 
economic dualisms: e.g., Occident / Orient; imperialist / colonial; men / women. He car-
ries the idea expressed in his famous words “only connect” (from Howards End) to its limits, 
examining the difficulties – often the inherent impossibility – of “connection” across racial, 
sexual, religious and social divides. - Summary by Kirsten Wever
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Gitanjali is a collection of 103 poems translated from the 
original Bengali collection by the author, Rabindranath 
Tagore.  The word gitanjali combines the words for 
“song” and “offering”, hence the subtitle “Song Of-
ferings”.  The word “anjali” has a devotional conno-
tation, which can be applied to the volume, which 
is sometimes called a “prayer offering of song”. The 
original volume was published in 1910 and contained 
157 poems. Tagore took extensive liberties in produc-
ing the 1912 English edition, omitting some, altering 

Author:    Rabindranath Tagore (1861 - 1941) 
Translator: Rabindranath Tagore
Read by:    Multiple readers
Format: MP3 CD
Length: 1 hour and 40 minutes
Genre: Poetry

Gitanjali

others, and combining still others.  The book included an introduction by the 
noted Irish poet William Butler Yeats and became famous in the west, which led 
Tagore becoming the first non-European author to win the Nobel Prize in 1913.
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The Songs of Kabir is a collection of 100 poems at-
tributed to the 15th-century Indian poet and mystic 
Kabir and translated by noted Indian poet Rabin-
dranath Tagore.  Kabir was noted for combining 
elements of Sufism and Hinduism in his work.  At 
the time of publication in 1915 all the poems were 
thought to have been written by Kabir.  Scholars 
have since come to believe that only six are authen-
tic, and that many of the remaining poems were like-
ly written by followers of Kabir who were involved 
with the Bhakti movement in medieval India. There 
is also some concern that Tagore may have impart-
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ed theological perspectives prevalent at the time onto the works in his trans-
lations. Initially titled One Hundred Poems of Kabir, the book included an 
introduction by Evelyn Underhill and has become a classic in the West.  
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More than just a tantric sex guide, the Kama Sutra is 
rather a guide to living a virtuous and fulfilling life that 
treats matters of love, family, pleasure and passion in a 
frank and insightful manner.  “Kama” means “desire”, 
and is one of the four goals of life, the others being 
Dharma (virtuous living), Artha (material prosperity), 
and Moksha (liberation). A “sutra” is a thread that con-
nects things, and refers to a collection of rules, formu-
las, or aphorisms that serve as a guide. The Kama Sutra 
was written in Sanskrit in the 2nd Century AD, and 
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represents an abridged assemblage of longer works by seven previous authors.  The 
book is written in prose with sprinklings of verse, and is structured in seven parts, 
36 chapters and 1,250 verses. The English translation first appeared in 1883 and was 
published by Sir Richard Francis Burton, who supervised the translation and the 
assembly of a complete version from versions obtained from four Indian libraries.

The Kama Sutra of Vatsyayana
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A map of middle east by Thomas Starling, showing Arabia, Persia, Afghanistan, Balochistan in 1832.

The Tale of Genji

The Tale of Genji  is a classic of Japanese literature that 
depicts the manners and intrigues of members of the 
court culture.  The novel was written in installments 
delivered periodically to an audience of aristocratic 
women the early 11th century and is attributed to Mu-
rasaki Shikibu, a noblewoman and lady-in-waiting. The 
story takes place over a long period of time, centers on 
Genji’s romantic escapades and depicts the highly reg-
imented customs of the day.  There little in the way of 
plot, and a cast of some hundred characters come and 
go as the years go by, events evolve, affairs produce off-
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spring, lovers die, power changes hands, and unexpected consequences multiply.  
Most of the characters are never given names, but rather referred to by their social 
role.  The book ends abruptly in mid-sentence, and scholars have debated whether 
it was the intended ending, if there are missing chapters, or if Murasaki Shikibu 
simply left it unfinished.
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The Code of Hammurabi is a codification of the laws enacted by 
Hammurabi, the king of Babylonia and is one of mankind’s oldest 
known writings. It was inscribed on a stone stele, or monument, in 
approximately 1754 B. C. and was discovered by archeologists in 
1901. The code was inscribed using cuneiform script in the Akkadi-
an languages into a diorite stele that stands 7.4 feet tall. A small por-
tion of the code is considered missing. Famous for the concept of “an 
eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth” the code itself consists of 282 
laws. Criminal offenses are described in detail with associated phys-
ical punishments that are quite harsh and vary according to gender 
and social and economic status. It was one of the first codes of law to 
emphasize physical punishment of the perpetrator as well as among 
the first to establish a presumption of innocence. Previous codes had 
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The Oldest Code of Laws in the World

focused on compensation to victims.  Nearly half the code addresses contract issues such as prices for 
services and liabilities for damages or non-performance. About a third of the code consists of matters 
relating to household and family relationships such as marriage, divorce, paternity, inheritance, and re-
production. Several pertain to military service. Only one pertains to judicial conduct. The monument is 
on display in the Louvre in Paris; replicas are displayed in numerous institutions throughout the world.
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The Conference of the Birds is a masterpiece of Persian 
literature by poet Farid ud-Din Attar, also known as 
Attar of Nishapur.  The premise of the poem is a gath-
ering of the birds of the world called to select a sover-
eign leader. The wisest of the birds, the hoopoe, sug-
gests that they journey to find the legendary Simorgh, 
a benevolent female winged creature large enough to 
carry off an elephant and so old that it possesses the 
wisdom of the ages. To do so, they must cross seven 
dangerous valleys to reach distant China, home of the 
Simorgh.  Each bird represents a human fault which 
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stands in the way of enlightenment. Each tries to decline the daunting challenge. 
In spite of their concerns they make the eventful journey. Many perish along the 
way. Thirty survive to reach a lake in which they see their own reflection and re-
alize that they collectively are the Simorgh. This reading is of the translation by 
Edward FitzGerald, noted for his translation of the Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam.
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The forty-three poems in this collection serve as an 
excellent introduction to the writer who continues to 
be the most popular poet in Iran. Hafiz was a Sufi and 
wrote primarily lyric poetry, or ghazals, a style well 
suited for expressing the ecstasy of divine inspiration, 
often called “the beloved.”  His themes include love, 
faith, and protest, and he employs irony and satire to 
trat topics such as hypocrisy. His settings often include 
wine and taverns, which portray the pursuit of ecstasy 
and freedom in the physical world as a metaphor for 
the realm of divine love.  The first English translation of 
his work appeared in 1771 and influenced writers such 
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Poems from the Divan of Hafiz

as Thoreau, Goethe, and Emerson, who called him “a poet’s poet”.  There is no 
definitive version of his collected works (or Divan). Published editions range from 
to 573 to 994 poems.  His poems are found in the homes of most Persian-speak-
ing people and are often committed to memory and used as proverbs and sayings.
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