Chapter 8

The Pleasure Prism
and The Light-Body
2. The Law of Colors
Spirit is our inner light
made visible.
—JG

I

first met Pattabhi Jois, the founder of Ashtanga Yoga, at Feather
Pipe Ranch in the Montana Rockies on the edge of Helena National
Forest, in May 1987. My roommate, Richard Freeman, and I drove out
to attend a seven-day workshop. Each day, fifteen of us lined up in two
rows facing each other and went through the hour and a half primary yoga
sequence while Guru-ji, as he was affectionately called, worked his way
up and down the line adjusting people.
Pattabhi Jois was unremarkable in appearance with a round baby face,
portly build, and a traditional Indian white dhoti neatly wrapped and
folded about his waist. At first glance, you might mistake him for someone’s father. But at seventy-two, his skin was smooth as milk chocolate,
and he had the vigor and nimbleness of a man half his age. Quickly, with
workman-like efficiency, he moved from student to student like a human
blacksmith. His method was direct and forceful. He synchronized the
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student’s breathing with a precise sequence of movements to heat the body
like a bellows. Once the flesh glowed with sweat and became malleable, he
applied pressure, using his whole body to bend and forge the struggling
student into the prescribed position, or asana.
Each of us had our own particularly difficult asanas, and when one of
us reached that point in the sequence, he would spend extra time, pressing
us deeper into the pose whether we liked it or not. For me, it was baddha
konasana, the bound angle. In this pose, you sit upright, hands clasping the
soles of your feet with knees splayed open like butterfly wings. In the full
pose, you turn the soles of your feet upward, as though opening a book,
knees flat on the floor, and cantilever forward, placing your chin on the
floor (in my case, a distant theory).
Each day when we got to baddha konasana, he would be on me, a
foot on one thigh and a hand on the other, while his free hand pushed my
head toward the floor. I fought back instinctively to keep my groins from
being torn apart. “Aah…stiff-man,” he mumbled, annoyed, as he let me
up and moved on. His concept of the body and its anatomical limits was
clearly different from mine. On the fourth day, I was, as usual, sweating,
breathing hard, and struggling against him. This time, after pushing on
me, he released his grip with his usual irritated grunt, but just as I inhaled
with a sigh of relief, he thrust both my knees straight away to the floor with
a whumph. It happened quickly and painlessly. I sat, stunned, bolt-upright
with my hips completely open. He had been setting me up all week like a
cat toying with a mouse, waiting to pounce at the precise moment when
my defenses were down. I have never been that deep in baddha konasana
before or since, but the lesson was unforgettable: what I believed to be my
physical limits was nothing more than my mental resistance. What really
got me, though, was that he knew my limits better than I did.
In many respects, our Western concept of the body is still stuck in
a Newtonian model of ball and socket levers and pulleys operating on
a machine-like platform of biochemical algorithms. While our detailed
anatomical dissections and biochemical analysis have allowed us to peer
into the tiniest dimensions of our physical existence down to a molecular
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level, they have largely ignored the energetic dimension of our being—
the élan vitale, the vital impetus—that mysteriously animates and pushes
life to evolve toward ever greater levels of self-organizing complexity. As
William Wordsworth observed: “Our meddling intellect / Mis-shapes the
beauteous forms of things: / We murder to dissect.”1 We destroy the very
life force we wish to study in order to place it under the microscope. But
the situation is far worse.
Western science does not even recognize the existence of a vital life
force, let alone study it, as evidenced by the widespread dismissal and derision of vitalistic concepts. Such hubris is one of the consequences of having
a desert-ed, dead cosmos for a cultural matrix. For other civilizations, the
existence of a vital force is commonplace. It is referred to as prana in India
and qi in China. The closest translation in English is “spirit” from the Latin
spirare (to breathe). It is intimately related to consciousness, intelligence,
and breathing which we will discuss further in Chapters 12 and 18.

The Law of Colors
Let’s now broaden our focus and incorporate the narrow, analytical method
of taking things apart into a more intuitive, synthetic approach of putting
things together. For this purpose, we will employ the optics of the Pleasure
Prism to look beyond the purely physical, mechanistic view of the body
into its subtle metaphysical nature and explore the relationship of the
triune brain to our energy “Light-body.” (See Figure 7.)
With the Pleasure Prism, we can break down a pleasurable experience
into a spectrum of four colors or levels, the Law of Colors:
Level 1 Physical pleasure (red) Physical pleasures inhabit the realm
of the reptile. They are sensual, immediate, and uncomplicated. You don’t
need to think about the pleasure of receiving a massage or relishing a tasty
treat. In fact, thinking, “This really feels or tastes good,” is a distraction
from the present moment and diminishes the experience.
As we saw earlier, reptilian pleasures have a habitual, repetitive nature.
The quirky, personal rituals athletes use to prepare for a game are good
examples of this. Michael Jordan, who led the Chicago Bulls to six NBA
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