The Hands as Organs of Perception

by Timothy McCall, MD

Greetings from Kerala! It’s nice to be back in this semi-tropical paradise near the southwest tip
of India, as winter storm warnings arrive back home. Once again, I’'m here to take a personal

yoga retreat and get Ayurvedic treatments.

One of the main reasons I’ve chosen the small center I go to for treatment as opposed to a few

famous Ayurvedic centers nearby is the quality of the massage therapies. My teacher, the late
Chandukutty Vaidyar, was a traditionally-trained Ayurvedic master, who learned from his father
and his grandfather. His family’s specialty was their massage techniques, which attempt to open
up energetic blockages of what are known as Marma points. I suspect Marma points may be the
historic precursor of acupuncture points, as Ayurveda appears to be older than traditional Chinese

medicine, and there were extensive contacts between the cultures.
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The communication between these ancient societies seems to have traveled in both directions.
The Ayurvedic pulse diagnosis that is so vital to the yoga therapy I practice and teach isn’t
described in ancient Ayurvedic texts, but seems to have been adapted more recently (hundreds as
opposed to thousands of years ago) from Chinese medicine techniques. These were pragmatic

traditions, happy to adopt any tools that work, no matter where they came from.

Marma points themselves come out of Kalari, the indigenous marital art of Kerala — said to be
the precursor of all Asian martial arts. Besides Ayurveda, Chandukutty was also a master of this

fighting system. Even into his 80s, he was not someone you would have wanted to mess with.

Chandukutty learned his family’s secret massage techniques by massaging his father, an exacting
master, starting at the age of five. In turn, Krishna Dasan, the main Ayurvedic therapist I work
with here, learned the techniques by massaging Chandukutty, another exacting teacher, regularly

for years.

My first trip to India to explore Ayurveda in 2004 started at a famous Ayurvedic center in Kerala.
It had come highly recommended from the head of one of the largest Ayurvedic training
programs in the US. Its clientele included the elite of India. While I was there, I regularly shared
meals with a well-known Bollywood producer as well as with the director of the Krishnamurti
foundation. Also there at the time, was one of the most beloved Bollywood film singers in the

country, whose status in Indian society is akin what peak-Elvis enjoyed in America.
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Yet despite its stellar reputation, I was dissatisfied with the care at this famous hospital.
Especially disappointing were the various massage therapies, a crucial element of the treatments.
I’ve been informally researching different styles of bodywork in the US for decades and it’s been
my pleasure to get treatments from masters in fields like osteopathy, structural integration,

myofascial release and the Alexander technique.

The bodywork I experienced at that Ayurvedic center — and what I’ve come to discover is
common in other major Ayurvedic treatment centers here — wasn't so great. Every therapist
delivered the exact same strokes in the exact same order in every massage. Some of them, [
could tell, were phoning it in. Their hands were working but their minds appeared to be

elsewhere.

Indian philosophy talks about five organs of action (karmendriyas) like the hands and feet and
five organs of perception (jnanendriyas) including the eyes, ears and for the sense of touch, the
skin. Great bodyworkers, it occurs to me, use their hands both as organs of action and as organs

of perception. They feel your tissues as they work, and then adjust what they’re doing based on
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what they feel, for example which areas appear to be stuck and could use more attention, as well

as how your body responds to the strokes.

Unfortunately, the vast majority of Ayurvedic massage therapists I’ve experienced in India don’t
do this. Their hands seemed to only serve as organs of action. Everybody just gets the one-size-
fits-all approach they’ve been taught. Nothing in what they do seems tailored to the human being
on the table in front of them, other than perhaps which oil is used. The treatments are relaxing,
mind you, and are an effective way to bring the medicinal herbs cooked into the oils into the
body. I did benefit from the 41 days I spent at the famous hospital. But I wondered how much

more effective the treatments might be if the quality of the massages themselves were better?

It turned out I didn’t need to wait long to find out. The morning after I left that famous hospital,
wishing I could somehow find more authentic, more traditional Ayurveda, Chandukutty appeared
unbidden. Someone I'd just met brought him to see me, but I only found out about it when this
elderly, traditionally-dressed man appeared at my door. When the student was ready, it seems, the

teacher appeared.

I knew almost immediately that this was something entirely different from what I’d just
experienced. I made more progress under his care for the next 14 days than I’d had in 41 days at
the famous hospital. My last day, Chandukutty asked me if I would like to become his student. I
accepted immediately and we planned for my return the following year, when I would spend two
months with him. It was then that I would meet Krishna Dasan, the best of Chandukutty’s stable

of therapists.

I’ve been coming back to him ever since.
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