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Introduction

Ayurveda, the ancient Indian system of medicine, places paramount importance on the process
of digestion and metabolism, viewing it as the keystone of health and disease. Central to this
physiological process is the concept of Agni, the one responsible for all transformative
functions in the body. Among the various classifications of Agni, Bhutagni occupies a unique
and critical role. While Jatharagni governs the primary digestion in the gastrointestinal tract
and Dhatvagni facilitates tissue-level metabolism, Bhutagni serves as the intermediary,
enabling the elemental transformation of ingested food into forms compatible with bodily
tissues.

Rooted in the understanding of Panchamahabhuta—the five fundamental elements—Bhutagni
represents the specific Agni associated with each Mahabhuta . 1t acts at a subtle level,
modifying the elemental composition of Ahara (food substances) to render it suitable for
assimilation and nourishment. This transformation is vital for supporting tissue health and
systemic balance.

This article explores the classical references, functional significance, and interpretive
dimensions of Bhutagni, drawing primarily from authoritative Ayurvedic texts, such as the
Ashtanga Hridaya. By studying its conceptual depth and clinical implications, the discussion
aims to shed light on Bhutagni as an essential but often underexplored aspect of Ayurvedic

physiology.
Concept of Bhutagni

A thorough exploration of the references to Agni in the Ashtanga Hridaya provides a deeper
understanding of the concept of Bhutagni. The text initially introduces the concept of Agni and
specifies its location. It then elaborates on the critical role of Grahani in maintaining health,
emphasizing the interdependent relationship between Grahani and Agni.

Following this, the process of Aharapaka is described, highlighting the various contributing
factors—particularly Agni—and introducing the concept of Avasthapaka. The explanation of
Bhutagni appears after the discussion on Avasthapaka, but before the separation of Saara and
Kitta is described.

Subsequently, the functioning of Dhatvagni is detailed, along with the processes of Prasada
Paka and Kitta Paka at the level of the Dhatus.

Action of Bhutagni
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From this, it can be understood that the function of Bhutagni is to rearrange the Mahabhutas in
such a way that the Ahara becomes more suitable for assimilation—essentially transforming
the Vijatiya (foreign) into Sajatiya (similar or compatible).

The Sarvangasundari vyakhya (commentary) of the phrase "Hrem=aarer:... T=a=rg" is as

follows:

AT o ARV, S — &= =a| Fais]? T Seri-Fafdard S| e, smewmm? @
G T T AT HETA-IT: WTfaTe: SATTHRT: O, T 0T | ue afelamers w=tl [ 2]

This passage explains that the five Bhutagnis (Agni related to each Mahabhuta) digest the
corresponding Ahara-gunas sequentially (anu-pacanti), i.e., after the primary digestion
initiated by Jatharagni.

Why do they act afterward (kuto 'nu)? Because the food has already undergone transformation
by Jatharagni, and hence, the elemental qualities have been revealed or refined through this
initial processing (prakrtatvat and audarydagni-nirvartitat annapakat).

What kind of Ahara-gunas do they act upon? Their own respective elemental qualities—such
as those derived from Prthvi, Ap, Tejas, Vayu, and Akasa (svan khan parthivadin). Each
Bhutagni digests or transforms only that particular quality which corresponds to its own
Mahabhiita (yo yasya mahabhiitausmanah parthivadeh atmiyah gunah, tam gunam sa eva
parthivadyosma pacati).

Keeping all these points in mind, let us now reflect on the concept of Bhutagni.
At least two important questions arise regarding Bhutagni:

1. When does Bhutagni act?
2. What is the location of Bhutagni?

When does Bhutagni act?

In the Ashtanga Hridaya, Bhutagni and its functions are introduced before the explanation of
Saara—Kitta Vibhajana. This placement suggests that the activity of Bhutagni occurs before the
separation of Saara (essence) and Kitta (waste).

According to the Sarvangasundari commentary, the term "Anu" in the phrase "wafd 377" is

interpreted to mean "after" (anu—pascat)[2]. However, it's essential to note that the word "Anu"
in Sanskrit is context-dependent and can also mean "like," "over," "along ," "near to," etc.[3]

nn

In contrast, in Charaka Samhita, Chikitsasthana 15/13, where Bhutagni is discussed, the word
"hi" is used instead of "anu":

"R HTCTRETRIET: TSI TV |
TSI T, T, e et fe || 2" [4]

This use of "hi" (meaning indeed, or surely) affirms the certainty and established nature of the
Bhutagni's role in digesting their respective Ahara-gunas derived from each Mahabhiita. The
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word "&" means for surely or indeed.[5] Therefore, it can be concluded that the action of

Bhutagni does not necessarily begin after Jatharagni Paka; rather, it may occur simultaneously
or along with the process of Jatharagni Paka.

What is the location of Bhutagni?

The location of Jatharagni is clearly mentioned as Grahani, and the location of Dhatvagni is
the respective Dhatu.[6,7] However, the location of Bhutagni is not explicitly stated anywhere
in the Samhitas, which invites deeper contemplation.

The functioning of Bhutagni can be inferred during the process of Aharapaka, particularly
during Avasthapaka. The Ahara, which initially contains all six Rasas, first transforms into
Madhura-predominant, then into Amla, and finally into Katu-predominant stages[8]. As is well
understood, Shadrasa-yukta Ahara represents a balanced composition of Panchamahabhutas,
which can adequately nourish all bodily constituents like Dosha, Dhatu, and Mala. It fulfills
the elemental needs (Bhutas) of the body, addressing the specific requirements of each tissue
and function.

This transformation of Shadrasa-yukta Ahara to Madhura Rasa in the initial stage of
Avasthapaka is not solely the work of Jatharagni; it also necessitates the rearrangement of
Mahabhutas, a process inherently linked to the activity of Bhutagni. The same holds for the
subsequent stages of Avasthapaka as well.

When the concept of Vipaka is considered, it becomes evident that Vipakarasa is not merely a
by-product of Jatharagni Paka. The role of Bhutagni is equally essential in this process. The
Rasa and Vipaka Rasa are not always identical[9]; when the Rasa of an Ahdra Dravya changes
during digestion, it indicates a reconfiguration of Mahabhiitas—a transformation possible only
through the process involving Bhutagni.

Furthermore, in the context of Dhatuparinama, if we accept the Krama Parinama Paksha
(sequential transformation view), we must also accept the necessity of Mahabhiita
rearrangement during the conversion of one Dhatu into the next[10]. This transformation
inherently reflects the action of Bhutagni, which works in conjunction with Dhatvagni at each
stage to facilitate this elemental reconfiguration.

Hence, it must be acknowledged that the Bhutagni Vyapara (activity) extends from the
gastrointestinal tract to the tissue level. Its location cannot be confined merely to the Anna Vaha
Srotas. The action of Bhutagni begins alongside the functioning of Jatharagni and continues in
tandem with the functioning of Dhatvagni. This means that in every aspect of digestion and
tissue transformation, the activities of Jatharagni and Dhatvagni are accompanied by the action
of Bhutagni.

Therefore, due to its pervasive and supportive role across various stages of digestion and tissue
metabolism, a single, fixed location for Bhutagni cannot be proposed.

Bhutagni Functions in Terms of Modern Physiology

Can we find parallels to the redistribution of Mahabhiitas in modern physiology? The core
concept behind the action of Bhutagni is that it transforms a Vijatiya Dravya (foreign or
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incompatible substance) into a Sajatiya Dravya (homologous or compatible substance),
thereby making it suitable for internalisation and utilisation by the body.

So, where in the body do such transformative processes occur?

At the terminal stages of digestion, specific enzymes act on complex molecules, breaking them
down into simpler, absorbable forms. These reactions are crucial for the efficient absorption of
nutrients from the gastrointestinal tract, as the nutrients are transformed into forms homologous
to our body constituents, and can be viewed as modern physiological equivalents of Bhutagni
paka. Examples include:

e Alpha-dextrinase: Breaks down alpha-dextrins—a cyclic oligosaccharide—into simpler
carbohydrate, glucose.

e Peptidases: Convert peptides into smaller chains and free amino acids.

e Aminopeptidases: Release individual amino acids from the amino end of peptide chains.

¢ Nucleotidases: Break down nucleotides into nucleosides and inorganic phosphate.

e Lipases: Convert triglycerides into fatty acids and glycerol.

Each of these biochemical reactions signifies a restructuring at the molecular level, which can
be interpreted as the redistribution of Mahabhiitas in Ayurvedic terms. Among the countless
chemical reactions occurring in the body, those that enable the transformation that is extremely
essential for absorption of nutrients stand out, since they specifically facilitate the conversion
of Vijatiya into Sajatiya, making them directly comparable to the Vyapara (function) of
Bhutagni.

Therefore, from a physiological perspective, Bhutagni's action can be seen as involving the
enzymatic breakdown and molecular adaptation of dietary substances into forms that the body
recognizes, absorbs, and integrates.

The breakdown of complex food molecules starts early in digestion, mainly due to the action
of Jatharagni. However, further breakdown of these larger molecules into absorbable forms
requires both Jatharagni and Bhutagni working together. While Jatharagni begins the initial
digestion, Bhutagni is responsible for the essential transformation—redistributing the
Mahabhiitas—to make the nutrients sajatiya (homologous) and therefore easier for the body to
absorb.

In intermediate metabolism, especially in the liver, many biochemical reactions cause
significant changes in the chemical nature of substances. According to Ayurvedic principles,
such transformations cannot happen without redistributing Mahabhiitas. In other words, for a
substance's molecular structure and function to change fundamentally, its elemental
composition—viewed as Mahabhiitas—must also be reconfigured.

Examples of such transformative reactions include:

e Gluconeogenesis — the synthesis of glucose from non-carbohydrate precursors, such as
amino acids or lactate.

e Deamination reactions — the removal of an amine group from an amino acid, resulting in
the formation of a keto acid.
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e Transamination reactions — the transfer of an amine group from one amino acid to a keto
acid, thereby forming a new amino acid different from the donor and a new keto acid as
well.

e De novo synthesis of fatty acids — the production of fatty acids from a non-lipid precursor,
such as acetyl-CoA.

e Cholesterol synthesis — the conversion of a straight-chain compound (acetyl-CoA) into the
cyclic structure of cholesterol.

All these reactions involve substantial chemical restructuring, and from an Ayurvedic
standpoint, they reflect the activity of Bhutagni—which is responsible for transforming
Vijatiya substances into Sajatiya forms compatible with the body's structural and functional
needs. These processes illustrate that Bhutagni Vyapara extends beyond digestion and plays a
vital role in metabolic conversions at the tissue and cellular levels.

Actions of Individual Bhutagni

The actions of each individual Bhutagni can be understood by analyzing the properties of
Parthivadi Dravyas. Wherever there is a rearrangement of properties attributed to a specific
Mahabhiita, the involvement of the corresponding Bhutagni is implied.

For instance, regarding Parthiva Dravya, the classical reference is:

il S e o) feer TREUTIEIUT I«

N [N N N

urfefe e ¥ wgETa=aTaey|” (4.H Su 9/5) [11]
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This verse describes Parthiva Dravya as possessing qualities like Gaurava (heaviness), Sthairya
(stability), Sanghata (compactness), and Upachaya (nourishment or anabolic growth).
Therefore, any physiological or biochemical reaction that results in products expressing these
attributes indicates the involvement of Parthivagni.

Such reactions include:

e Protein synthesis — contributing to structural stability and bulk.

e Glycogenesis — storage of glucose in the form of glycogen, promoting heaviness and
compactness.

e Other anabolic (constructive) processes that lead to growth, nourishment, and structural
reinforcement.

These reactions do not merely reflect chemical transformation but also embody the qualitative
attributes of the Prthvi Mahabhiita, and hence require the activation and presence of Parthivagni
to complete them.

"o R ™ iy e s Ty, 15l
I e fawrs i vgTe suEq)” (4.H Su 9/6) [11]

This verse highlights the characteristics of Apya (water-dominant) substances, which include
Drava (fluidity), Sita (coldness), Snigdha (unctuousness), and Gurutva (heaviness). These
attributes contribute to actions such as snehana (lubrication), visyanda (oozing), kleda
(moistening), prahlada (refreshment), and bandhakrt (binding or cohesion).
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Hence, any reaction involving the formation of snehadravya (unctuous or moist substances)
inherently requires the action of Apyagni.

Modern physiological processes that illustrate the function of Apyagni include:

e C(Cellular respiration, particularly the formation of metabolic water as a by-product, reflects
the subtle manifestation of Ap Mahabhiita, requiring the action of Apyagni.

e Dehydration synthesis reactions, such as the formation of biological polymers (e.g.,
proteins, polysaccharides), also signify snehotpatti (production of unctuous/bonding
substances), where water is released as new chemical bonds are formed.

e In synthetic (anabolic) reactions as well, the role of Apyagni is crucial, since the formation
of chemical bonds—which promotes structural stability and cohesion—is fundamentally
governed by the Jala Mahabhiita.

Therefore, wherever binding, cohesion, lubrication, or fluid balance is essential in the body,
Apyagni plays a significant regulatory and transformative role.

) e 307 [ENGE e FROIEU [|'o]]

IR qE T aut SRTRT geTeHeRH| " (4.H Su 9/7) [11]
This verse describes Agneya Dravya as possessing properties such as Riiksa (dry), Tiksna
(sharp), Usna (hot), Visada (clear), and Siiksma (subtle). These contribute to actions like Daha
(burning/metabolic heat), Bha (glow), Varna (complexion), Prakasa (radiance), and Pachana
(digestion and transformation).

In the context of modern physiology, both exothermic and endothermic reactions, which
involve the transfer of heat, reflect the action of Agneyagni. These include:

e Exothermic reactions, such as urea production, release heat and align with the concept of
Daha.

e Endothermic reactions, such as bile synthesis and detoxification processes, absorb heat and
reflect internal Pachana without visible heat release.

These reactions are crucial not just for metabolic processing, but also for preventing the
accumulation of Ama (toxins or improperly metabolized material), underlining the
pachanatmaka nature of Agneyagni.

Additionally, heat transfer in the body is facilitated by improved circulation, often mediated
through vasodilation. Since vasodilators play a pivotal role in promoting circulation, any
physiological process that involves the release of vasodilatory substances can be said to involve
the action of Agneyagni.

Enhanced circulation is also responsible for:

e Bha — the inner glow or vitality.
e Varna-Prakasa —light complexion and radiance (external expression of health)

Thus, Agneyagni is central to thermal regulation, metabolic transformation, circulatory
enhancement, and maintenance of complexion, and its role is especially evident in metabolic
and detoxification pathways.
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This verse outlines the key attributes of Vayavya Dravya as Riiksa (dry), Visada (clear), Laghu
(light), and Spars$a-guna (touch/perceptibility), which contribute to functions such as lightness,
clarity, mobility of thought, and fatigue when in excess.

Movement, both at the gross and subtle levels, is a defining quality of Vayu Mahabhiita and
inherently involves energy expenditure. This is reflected in various dynamic physiological
processes, particularly in cellular signaling mechanisms.

A prime example is the function of kinases, a class of enzymes that catalyze the transfer of
phosphate groups—often from ATP—to specific substrates. These phosphorylation reactions
are central to intracellular signal transduction, regulating the activity, localization, and
interaction of proteins.

Such signaling pathways can be correlated with the SparSa-guna of Vayu at a
subtle/biochemical level. Therefore, any cellular communication or signal relay mechanisms
involving kinase activity, such as:

e Activation of signaling cascades (e.g., MAPK, PI3K-AKT pathways)
¢ Hormone receptor-mediated signal propagation
e Neural and synaptic transmission

—all reflect the functional expression of Vayavyagni.

Thus, Vayavyagni governs subtle yet crucial processes that involve motion, energy transfer,
and communication within and between cells, embodying the mobile, light, and contact-
oriented nature of Vayu Mahabhita.

EIke) e foere o NERIRE L [IR]]

N D ~
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(Susruta Sitrasthana 1/9) (A.H Su 9/9) [11]

This verse describes the Akasa Mahabhiita (Nabhasa) as having attributes like Stiksma (subtle),
Visada (clear), Laghu (light), and Sabda-guna (associated with sound), and is said to cause
Sausirya (porosity or hollowness) and Laghava (lightness).

In modern physiological terms, processes that create space or involve structural openness—
such as the formation of pores in cellular membranes or the opening of ion channels—reflect
the restructuring of Akasa Mahabhiita, and thus, the involvement of Nabhasagni.

Moreover, biochemical reactions that introduce double or triple bonds, such as those occurring
during beta-oxidation of fatty acids, also result in increased molecular lightness and reactivity.
These unsaturations are achieved by removing atoms, ions, or functional groups, essentially
creating space at the molecular level. What remains in the place of the removed group can be
considered the subtle space of Akasa, indicating the presence and function of Nabhasagni.
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It is important to note that no single Bhutagni acts in isolation in any of these physiological or
biochemical processes. Rather, it should be understood that while multiple Bhutagnis may be
involved simultaneously, the completion of a specific transformation is not possible without
the involvement of the corresponding Bhutagni associated with the predominant Mahabhiita
qualities of that process.

Conclusion

Bhutagni plays a crucial intermediary role in Ayurvedic digestion, facilitating the
transformation of Vijatiya Dravya (foreign substances) into Sajatiya Dravya (compatible
nutritive essence). Unlike Jatharagni and Dhatvagni, Bhutagni does not have a fixed
anatomical location. Classical texts imply that its action begins along with or even before
Saara-Kitta Vibhajana, and may function simultaneously with Jatharagni, rather than
sequentially.

In terms of modern physiology, Bhutagni can be correlated with enzymatic activities during
the final stages of digestion, where specific enzymes like peptidases, lipases, and nucleotidases
break down complex molecules into absorbable units. These reactions enable the
internalization of nutrients—mirroring Bhutagni’s role in rendering food suitable for tissue
assimilation.

Additionally, intermediate metabolic processes such as gluconeogenesis, transamination, and
lipid synthesis reflect the transformation of one molecular identity into another, implying a
redistribution of elemental components—resembling Mahabhuta rearrangement driven by
Bhutagni.

Each Bhutagni—Parthivagni, Apyagni, Agneyagni, Vayavyagni, and Nabhasagni—functions
in alignment with the properties of their respective Mahabhutas, supporting diverse
physiological and biochemical transformations. From structural buildup to energy signaling,
from heat regulation to spatial modulation, their combined actions facilitate the body's capacity
to adapt, assimilate, and maintain homeostasis.

Thus, Bhutagni acts across all stages of digestion and metabolism, without being confined to a
single site, operating in tandem with other forms of Agni to sustain the body’s elemental
balance.

References

1. Vagbhata. Astangahrdayam with Sarvangasundara commentary. Sarirasthana, Chapter 3.
9th reprint ed. Varanasi: Chaukhamba Orientalia; 2005. p. 396.

2. Arunadatta, Vagbhata , Ashtangahrdayam with Sarvangasundara commentary. Shareera
stana, Chapter 3. 9th reprint ed. Varanasi: Chaukhamba Orientalia; 2005. p. 396.

3. Monier-Williams M. Sanskrit-English Dictionary. 2nd reprint ed. Vol. 1. Delhi: Parimal
Publications; 2011. p. 47.

4. Agnivesha , Charak Samhita with Ayurveda Dipika commentary. Chikitsa stana, Chapter
15. Varanasi: Chowkhambha Krishnadas academy; 2015. p 513.

5. Monier-Williams M. Sanskrit-English Dictionary. 2nd reprint ed. Vol. 2. Delhi: Parimal
Publications; 2011. p. 1896.

908

=re,
s l I /\ N
Sy
4 I luul-nnnl l unuul nl
l }') e u And Nutritional



IJFANS INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF FOOD AND NUTRITIONAL SCIENCES
ISSN PRINT 2319 1775 Online 2320 7876
Research Paper © 2012 IJFANS. All Rights Reserved

6. Vagbhata , Ashtangahrdayam with Sarvangasundara commentary. Shareera stana, Chapter
3. 9th reprint ed. Varanasi: Chaukhamba Orientalia; 2005. p 394.

7. Hemadri, Vagbhata , Ashtangahrdayam with Ayurveda rasayana commentary, Sutra stana,
Chapter 11. 9th reprint ed. Varanasi: Chaukhamba Orientalia; 2005. p 188.

8. Agnivesha, Charak Samhita with Ayurveda Dipika commentary, Chikitsa stana, Chapter
15. Varanasi: Chowkhambha Krishnadas academy; 2015. p 512.

9. Vagbhata, Ashtangahrdayam with Sarvangasundara commentary, Sutra stana, 9 chapter.
9th reprint ed. Varanasi: Chaukhamba Orientalia; 2005. p 169.

10. Agnivesha, Charak Samhita with Ayurveda Dipika commentary, Chikitsa stana, Chapter
15. Varanasi: Chowkhambha Krishnadas academy; 2015. p 515.

11. Vagbhata, Ashtangahrdayam with Sarvangasundara commentary, Sutra stana, Chapter 9.
Oth reprint ed. Varanasi: Chaukhamba Orientalia; 2005. p 166.

909
"%z:.jgl JEANS

P
lnl« rnullunul Journal nl
d Anc sitritional Scionce



