What is Ayurveda? by Robert Sachs

      There is not a month that doesn’t go by where one does not see an article in a major trade or national magazine about Ayurveda. Whether it is in a skin care, spa, beauty, or health magazine, what readers learn is that Ayurveda is vast and all-encompassing with respect to every aspect of our lives.  After all, the very word itself means knowledge of life.  More specifically, it is a  knowledge of life and longevity that addresses every possible way in which we can nourish and inspire ourselves and others to reach our full potential.

     Such a claim seems so vast, however.  And, by and large what is covered as being Ayurveda by the media has more to do with Indian culture and how Ayurveda has manifested on the Indian subcontinent over the last 5000 years.  Thus it is presented as exotic, foreign, unusual, secret, even occult.  And so, it is not unexpected that the average person would view Ayurveda as something impossible to grasp, let alone apply in their every day lives – unless of course they want to lead an Indian lifestyle or change their religion.  When both Melanie and I travel across the country to teach and do presentations for the spa and beauty industries, we often encounter this dilemma.  In particular, we speak with spa owners and technicians who are being asked by clients for Ayurvedic services, but fear that they could never learn or integrate Ayurvedic methods and practices into their service menu, albeit because they feel they could never learn them or because they do not feel comfortable with what they see as some kind of religious display.

     In this article, we hope that every reader will come to understand what Ayurveda truly is and will see the benefits of bringing Ayurveda into their working and living environments.

Universal Life Knowledge

     AYURVEDA or life knowledge is universal.  The term, Ayurveda, itself is Sanskrit, which means it does come from the Indian subcontinent.  This form of healing and health care that it presents and has presented for over 5000 years, is also found in Southeast Asia and Tibet.  Tibetan teachers actually present a historical and mythological history of Ayurveda, however, that is slightly different from the classical Indian presentation on the origins of Ayurveda.  Tibetans claim that this body of knowledge arose during a very distant past and was first presented by a being who understood the nature of suffering at the levels of body, emotions, and spirit and how to address this suffering with physical, psychological, and spiritual methods.  The Tibetans call this being the Healing or Medicine Buddha.  But here, Buddha is not a title implying a religion of any kind.  The term Buddha in it clearest sense means awakened one.  In this case, here was a being who was awake to what causes all of our problems and understands all the means by which we can cure all of our dis-ease.  Such knowledge has been preserved and passed on over time, presenting itself as various forms of healing and health care around the planet. Whether it be the corvendera tradition of Mexico, the shamanic healing of Brazil, traditional Chinese medicine, each of them provides knowledge for living that is in no ways dissimilar from the Ayurveda as found in India, Tibet, or Southeast Asia.  However, as one of the oldest codified systems of holistic health and healing, Ayurveda offers us an in tact and thorough presentation of this body of knowledge.  Included in the Ayurvedic texts and commentaries are the various methods of treatment and practice that were developed by Ayurvedic practitioners.  

     First and foremost is that Ayurveda is a system of principles, a paradigm.  Many readers have now heard of the terms VATA, PITTA, and KAPHA.  These represent different dimensions of our body-mind’s inherent energies or doshas.  VATA has to do with our actual life force (or what the Chinese call ch’I, the Indians call prana, and Tibetans call lung) and how things move through our bodies and minds.  This can mean the air in our lungs, the movement of blood through our veins, food along the alimentary canal, or how our minds follow a thought.  Physically, VATA is most represented by our central nervous system, our joints, and the colon – which is the seat of VATA.  PITTA has to do with the transformative processes.  Our metabolism and our glandular system are most associated with PITTA.  The seat of PITTA is in the small intestine.  KAPHA has primarily to do with our actual physical matter – our tissues and structure.  The seat of KAPHA is in the stomach.  On an emotional level, it is the VATA principle that brings up the challenges of dealing with fixation, attachments, and feelings of frustration and unsettledness.  PITTA has more to do with how we can get caught up in a cycle of fear, anxiety, and wishing things were different from how they are.  KAPHA has more do with our difficulty in letting go and our hesitancy or over-cautiousness do to a lack of understanding about our own potentials.

     Each of us has a body and each of us has emotions.  Because VATA, PITTA, and KAPHA come together in nine distinct combinations with 84,000 possible permutations of those original nine we can witness the wide varieties of human expression and experience.  In other words, we all possess VATA, PITTA, and KAPHA, but in our own unique blend.  The goal of Ayurveda is understand our own unique blend of these three energies and work with them in a way that creates harmony, balance, and the unfoldment of our true potentials.  As we do this, we find that the VATA within our body-mind make-up becomes a source for us to experience our unlimited mind.  PITTA becomes the source for us to experience spontaneous joy.  KAPHA becomes a source for us to experience our rainbow body - a body that has far more potential than we ever dreamed possible.  

What is our Body-Mind Type?

      How do we learn what is our own unique blend of VATA, PITTA, and KAPHA?  

     The blend of these three doshas at conception becomes the constitution or prakruti which we shall have for life.  To accurately assess this is the work of master pulse diagnosticians; primarily Ayurvedic doctors.  However, there are any number of popular books on the market that have questionnaires that will give you a sufficiently accurate picture of yourself so that you can modify your diet, exercise, and daily patterns to more effective serve your unique constitution.  I refer you to the book, Prakruti, by Dr. Robert Svoboda, Ayurvedic Beauty Care, by Melanie Sachs, and my own Tibetan Ayurveda – to name a few.  

     These and other Ayurvedic books will also help you to understand your clients more.  Giving an Ayurvedic evaluation to your clients, you can learn what their likes and dislikes are, how to best approach them, what treatments they will most benefit from, and what products will work with their skin, hair, and body type.  There are also simple point palpation techniques that can help you to hone in on what your client’s current condition; i.e. which of the three doshas needs to be balanced most, today.  Please be aware that with this knowledge, you can even modify the treatments you already do to become more effective and serve the body-mind type of your clients.  In other words, every one of you has skills and services that can be turned into Ayurvedic services just by studying and coming to understand the three basic energies of VATA, PITTA, and KAPHA!
     Beyond the Ayurvedic paradigm, there are marvelous treatments from India and Tibet that completely integrate Ayuvedic principles into their application and produce stunning and memorable results.  What follows is a listing of the ones that we feel are most suited to today’s day and destination spas.  Bear in mind that they are best applied when you take into consideration the constitution and current condition of your client based on Ayurvedic principles.  Also note that because we want to present Ayurvedic treatments that are administered, we shall not discuss other Ayurvedic practices such as Hatha Yoga, Pranayama, and Meditation.   

"AYURVEDIC FACIAL MASSAGE SEQUENCE" -  a unique and comprehensive massage for the face, scalp, neck, shoulders, and upper chest using strokes and secret, vital point (marma) massage.  These points have been used traditionally to bring balance to both body and mind.  Now, for the first time in the West, these points have been organized into a massage sequence that is easily customized to the individual client to promote facial rejuvenation and an unparalleled sense of tranquility.

ABHYANGA – a full-body oleation massage using body-mind type appropriate oils and touch, marmas, strokes, and cleansing procedures to promote proper hydration, circulation, and reduce stress.  Although some spas will boast performing a two-person abhyanga, to achieve the harmonious and synchronous movement by two clinicians working on opposite sides of the body is quite difficult.  Thus, we feel that one person is not only more energetically balancing, but also financially more realistic as you do not tie up two clinicians.  The strokes of many deep tissue and Swedish-style massage can easily be modified to create an excellent Abhyanga.

TIBETAN ACUPRESSURE –  light to moderate rotational pressure applied to a specific series and order of marma and acupuncture meridian points. Tibetan acupressure (Dzub Nyin) offers simple, but highly effective treatments for stress, insomnia, digestive complaints, sciatica, eye strain to name a few.  These treatments can learned by both massage therapists and aestheticians alike. 

SHIRODHARA – This is the most sought after of all the exotic Ayurvedic treatments of India and Tibet.  A luxurious and deeply calming experience of having a fine stream of warm oil is poured on the middle of the forehead.  This causes the release of serotonin, which deeply relaxes the body, melting tensions and thus helping to alleviate discomfort in the head, neck, and shoulder area, as well as engendering profound feelings of pleasure, inner balance, and mental clarity.

NADI SWEDANA – This is the application of gentle jet of herbal steam to a specific area of the body that is especially tense or uncomfortable.  This may be the whole or specific area of the back, shoulder, knee or any joint.  First, warm oil is rubbed into the effected area and then bathed thoroughly with the jet of steam.  The skin becomes soft and warm, the tissues relax, pain and tensions are pleasantly melted away and the joint feels better able to move.  Nadi sweda can be offered as a 20 minute add on service or be offered alone in a series to help with recurrent tension. We feel that this is a treatment that will grow in popularity in the spa and beauty industry
KARNA PURANA - filling the ear with warm sesame oil whilst applying warm compresses to the jaw.  This is an excellent approach to help resolve pain and discomfort due to TMJ and tinnitus.

NASYA - application of herbal drops to the nasal passages.  This technique consistently banishes those dark rings under the eyes and miraculously helps to alleviate intractable neck tension.  It brings a fullness and freshness to the face and eyes and can also assist in relieving sinus problems and insomnia.

(Note that both KARNA PURANA and NASYA are best administered in clinics or spas that have a medical doctor on staff.  The reason is that, whilst both these treatments are extremely safe, they are not insurable under current aesthetician or massage licensing.)

TIBETAN EYE REJUVENATION – A medicated butter or lotion is applied to the feet followed by warm heat delivered by smooth river or textured terracata stones.  The ‘lotion’ and heat draw stress and tension away from the face, particularly from around the eyes, leaving them moist and clear.

Some words about PANCHA KARMA…

     PANCHA KARMA is not oil massage followed by steam and shirodhara.  These practices are actually called Purva Karma, preparatory actions for PANCHA KARMA.  PANCHA means five and KARMA means action.  In Ayurveda, the five actions implied in Pancha Karma are therapeutic enemas, purgatives, emetics, blood lettings, and nasal therapies.  Just by listing them, it should be clear that many spas that claim to be doing Pancha Karma are, in fact, not doing Pancha Karma and if they are, should be doing them practices under the guidance of a qualified Ayurvedic medical practitioner.  A light, spring-cleaning version of Pancha Karma can be offered by experienced Ayurvedic practitioners.  However, it should be understood by clients that the deep cleaning and healing promised in many Ayurvedic books is best done under strict medical supervision.

Where to go for training…

     So, how does one go about studying Ayurveda?  And more to the point as a spa clinician, how does one get trained in the methods most suited to the spa and beauty industry?

     Probably the best thing to do is to contact Ayurvedic training centers. Many are quite medically oriented, which is fine for self-knowledge and perhaps it will inspire you to go deeper into Ayurveda and practice in an Ayurvedic medical setting.  But, you need to ask if what you learn you will be able to apply in a non-medical, spa setting.  Beyond these, there are appearing more and more spa and aesthetic and massage training institutes that provide post-graduate specialties in Ayurvedic spa methods.  Going on-line is probably the fastest way of finding such schools and institutes.

21st Century Ayurveda

     As mentioned above and something we cannot emphasize enough, Ayurveda is first and foremost a paradigm, a way of seeing the world.  If you begin your practice of Ayurveda by making all your current treatments more Ayurvedically appropriate for your clients, then we can assure you that you will see the exceptional results that Ayurveda has promised since antiquity.  Then when you introduce the ancient traditional techniques from India and Tibet that we have discussed above, you will create a richness to your menu that will not only bring greater relaxation and joy to your clients, but will generate more return business and success for you.  You will witness the wonders that Ayurveda has to offer and be on the cutting edge of a new, yet timeless approach to mind-body rejuvenation.
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