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11. Definition and significance of Marmas in Kalari and Ayurveda

Marmas — Definition and Significance in Kalari Uzhichil and Ayurveda

1 · Concept and Etymology

The Sanskrit word marma derives from the root mṛ (“to break” or “cause death”) and denotes a vital meeting-point where
anatomical structures and subtle energies converge. A marma is not a single tissue but a three-dimensional nexus of
muscle (māṃsa), vessel (sira), ligament (snāyu), bone (asthi), joint (sandhi) and nāḍī (energy channel). Disturbance at
such a site can echo through the whole organism—either injuriously, if struck, or therapeutically, if skilfully stimulated.

2 · Classical Enumeration and Classification

Suśruta Saṃhitā catalogues 107 major marmas (plus one mind-marma, counted separately in some schools). They are
grouped in three principal ways:

By Region – 22 in the upper limbs, 22 in the lower limbs, 12 in the thorax, 14 in the abdomen–pelvis, and 37 in the
head–neck.
By Dominant Tissue – Māṃsa (muscle) 11, Sira (vessel) 41, Snāyu (ligament) 27, Asthi (bone) 8, Sandhi (joint)
20.
By Prognosis after Trauma –
Sadyapraṇahara (immediate fatal), Kālantarapraṇahara (delayed fatal), Viśalyaghna (fatal on weapon withdrawal),
Vaikalyakara (crippling), and Rujākara (pain-producing).

This layered taxonomy helps physicians predict injury outcomes and guides martial artists in calibrating force.

3 · Anatomical and Energetic Perspectives

Modern dissection shows many marmas overlie nerve plexuses (e.g., Ani at the axilla and the brachial plexus), major
blood vessels (Hṛidaya over the heart), or complex joints (Jānu at the knee). In energetic terms marmas act as valves on
the prāṇa network: they sit at junctions of multiple nāḍīs and concentrate sensory receptors, making them unusually
responsive to pressure, heat, or vibration.

4 · Significance in Ayurveda

Diagnostic Landmarks – Palpation of specific marmas reveals qualities of pulse, temperature, or tenderness that1.
reflect systemic imbalances.
Surgical Caution – Classical surgeons avoided incising fatal marmas; the principle still guides modern Ayurvedic2.
surgery and acupuncture-like procedures.
Marma Chikitsa – Gentle pressure, herbal boluses, or medicated oils are applied to selected points to clear nāḍī3.
obstruction, relieve pain, and accelerate tissue repair.

5 · Significance in Kalari Uzhichil (Kerala Martial Massage)

Offence  and  Defence – Trainees memorise sensitive marmas for disabling an opponent but pledge never to
exploit them without cause.
Injury  Management – The same map informs rapid first-aid: a blow to Talahridaya (sole centre) may shock
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lumbar nerves; massage there and at Nābhi can revive circulation.
Stroke Sequencing – Uzhichil begins with long glides that trace the spinal Suṣumṇā line, then dwells on nodal
marmas (e.g., Kūrpara at the elbow) to normalise regional prāṇa.
Ethical Training – Gurukkals teach marma strikes only after years of discipline, underscoring the credo, “He who
can break must first learn to mend.”

6 · Therapeutic Implications

Understanding marmas lets the practitioner match pressure depth, oil temperature, and stroke cadence to tissue
density and energetic sensitivity. For example, Pitta-cooling coconut-ghee oil and feather-light circles are preferred at
Sthapani (between the brows), while warm sesame plus firm heel pressure rejuvenates the dense Gulpha  (ankle)
region in Vāta-dominant pain.

Summary Tables

Regional Distribution of
107 Marmas Number Key Examples Typical Manual-Therapy Role

Upper limbs 22 Kūrpara (elbow), Indrabasti (forearm) Nerve entrapment release, grip strength
Lower limbs 22 Urvi (mid-thigh), Gulpha (ankle) Sciatic relief, lymph drainage

Thorax 12 Hṛidaya (cardiac), Apasthambha
(paraspinal) Autonomic reset, breath ease

Abdomen & Pelvis 14 Nābhi (navel), Basti (bladder) Agni boosting, pelvic floor tone

Head & Neck 37 Sthapani (glabella), Mātrikā row (carotid
plexus) Headache relief, vagal stimulation

Prognostic Categories after
Trauma Count Classical Outcome Relevance to Kalari Practice

Sadyapraṇahara 19 Instant death Target never struck in sparring; protected during
massage

Kālantarapraṇahara 33 Fatal within days Therapy focuses on supporting adjacent tissues,
never direct pressure

Viśalyaghna 3 Weapon removal fatal Emphasis on surgical-style bandaging, not massage
Vaikalyakara 44 Permanent deformity risk Gentle mobilisation, proprioceptive retraining
Rujākara 8 Severe pain only Analgesic oils, medium pressure tolerated

Key Points for Self-Study

Marma = Multi-layer hub for structural and energetic traffic; treat it as a 3-D volume, not a pinpoint.1.
Therapeutic duality – the same spot can incapacitate or rehabilitate depending on intention, angle, and force.2.
Map  memorisation underpins safe stroke sequencing, accurate dosha-specific oil placement, and quick injury3.
triage during training or sport.
Ethics first – mastery is measured by the precision with which pain is prevented, not produced.4.

Grasp these principles and the marma network will serve as both compass and throttle—guiding Kalari Uzhichil treatments
that restore structural integrity, harmonise prāṇa flow, and uphold the healer-warrior code.
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