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KYM-Darśanam was a quarterly 
journal of the Krishnamacharya 
Yoga Mandiram, devoted to Yoga 
and related aspects of Indian 
culture, as taught by Śr ī T 
Krishnamacharya. Twenty one 
editions of the journal were 
published between February 1991 
and February 1996. 


KYM-Darśanam was very well 
received by readers across the 
world and was valued for the 
authenticity of its contents and its 
adherence to the tradition of Śrī T 
Krishnamacharya. 


Krishnamacharya Yoga Mandiram 
is very happy to revive KYM-
Darśanam and offer the first issue 
in a digitised and downloadable 
f o r m a t , o n t h e t h e m e o f 
“Śraddhā,” in memory of our 
beloved founder and Teacher, Śrī 
TKV Desikachar on 21st June 
2018, on the occasion of his 80th 
birth anniversary. 


KYM-Darśanam is being revived 
with a commitment to offer serious 
students of Yoga, articles and 
content of value with regard to the 
p h i l o s o p h y, p r a c t i c e a n d 
application of Yoga in every 
edit ion. We also commit to 
upholding the authenticity of the 
legacy of our Founder, Śrī TKV 
Desikachar. Whenever possible, 
archived articles written by Śrī T 
Krishnamacharya and Śrī TKV 
Desikachar will also be included. 
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On the occasion of Śrī TKV Desikachar’s 80th birth anniversary, KYM dedicates this verse 
to his memory and offers its use to all students of Śrī TKV Desikachar who continue to 
hold him in their thoughts and seek to connect to him in gratitude for his teachings.  

kṛṣṇasūrīdayāpātraṁ 
jñānavairāgyabhūṣaṇam | 
srīmadveṅkaṭanāthāryaṁ 
vandehaṁ yogadeśikam || 

Recipient of the benevolent guidance of 
Yogī Śrī T Krishnamacharya,  

Ornamented with knowledge and dispassion, 
Salutations to Śrī “Veṅkaṭa (Śrī Desikachar),” 

Who guides us in the path of Yoga. 
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A NOTE FROM THE EDITOR’S DESK 

KYM-Darśanam was a treasure trove for any 
avid student or enthusiast of Yoga. It is truly a 
blessing and a great honour to be able to 
work as part of the team in reviving KYM-
Darśanam and bringing it to you in a new 
digitised form at www.kym.org. 


Though Śraddhā is commonly understood as 
self-confidence or an unswerving will to 
achieve a goal despite all odds, in a deeper, 
Vedic sense, the term, “Śraddhā” indicates an 
abiding faith – in the teacher, in a teaching 
and in one’s practice. As the Bhagavadgīta 
(XVII-3) says, “Śraddhāmayo’yaṁ hi puruṣaḥ.” 
“A man is what his faith is.”


If there is just one word that can be used to 
desc r ibe the pe rsona l i t y o f Ś r ī TKV 
Desikachar, his students and friends would 
unanimously agree that it was his “Śraddhā.” 
The Śraddhā that Sir displayed for his teacher, 
Śrī T Krishnamacharya and for his teachings 
was exemplary. So much so that, Sir’s own 
conviction in the validity of his father’s 
teachings, was more than enough to inspire 
atleast a tiny spark of Śraddhā in any one who 
came to him, seeking his guidance. It was 
because of the Śraddhā that Sir inspired in us,  
that so many of us benefitted from and 
delighted in our association with him. 


It is for this reason that on 21st June 2018,

Sir’s 80th birth anniversary, we offer this 
inaugural issue to Sir, in memory of what an 
embodiment of Śraddhā he himself was. 


Śrī TKV Desikachar taught students from all 
walks of life. Each have their own unique 
experiences, their own memories of Sir – as a 
teacher, as a colleague, as a mentor, as a 
healer and so on. This issue, in particular, 
features ‘Sir' as remembered by some of his 
long-time students. We offer our heartfelt 
gratitude to Mrs. Mala Srivatsan, Mr. A.V. 
Balasubramanian, Dr. Arjun Rajagopalan, 
Professor. S Padmanabhan and Mr. Navtej 
Johar, who so readily shared their experiences 
of Sir with us. We also acknowledge with 
gratitude Mr. ‘Crazy’ Mohan, who gave us two 
beautiful Tamil poems (Venba) on Śrī T 
Krishnamacharya and on Sir, and Mr. Keshav 
Venkataraghavan who has created two 
beautiful sketches of our teachers. This will 
be a precious rekindling of fond memories for 
all those who were fortunate to have met and 
interacted with Sir, and will also be useful for 
those who have never met him, to get some 
idea of the man behind the teachings that 
have so widely influenced and impacted 
modern-day Yoga. 


Also featured in this edition are selected 
articles written by Śrī TKV Desikachar on the 
subject of Śraddhā, reproduced from the 
archives of KYM-Darśanam, Vol.4, N0.2, 
August 1995. Sir’s views on “Śraddhā in the 
Yogasūtra” and “Faith in the Modern World,” 
are as relevant today, as they were when they 
were f irst published. Further, selected 
excerpts from a series of recordings made by 
Sir in 2008 have been included here. 


The third part of this journal revisits questions 
on Yoga that were answered by Sir in every 

edition of Darśanam, when it was published 
before. 


It is our sincere desire that KYM-Darśanam, 
as it comes to you now, lives up to the high 
standards set by its predecessor over two 
decades ago. We seek the blessings of Śrī T 
Krishnamacharya and Śrī TKV Desikachar as 
we embark on this journey of discovery. 


T h e B h a g a v a d g ī t a ( I V. 4 0 ) t e l l s u s , 
“Samśayātma vinaśyati.” “The one who 
doubts is destroyed.” If the teachings of Śrī 
TKV Desikachar have endured through the 
years, touching and even transforming the 
lives of so many across the world, then 
beyond any doubt, it is on account of how 
steadfastly Sir held on to his father’s 
teachings, dedicating his life to spreading 
these teachings in every way possible. If each 
one of us, as his students and as torch-
bearers of this remarkable legacy commit to 
carrying forth Sir’s teachings with sincerity 
and authenticity, then this itself becomes the 
greatest thing that we could offer to him. 


May we pursue our life’s quest with renewed 
Śraddhā, not merely being inspired by Sir but 
by also integrating what he stood for in our 
lives and our work as Yoga professionals.


Sincerely,

Nrithya Jagannathan

Director, KYM-Media 
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‘Crazy’ Mohan, as he is 

popular ly known, is an 

engineer by profession. He 

started writing stage plays 

and established his own 
drama troupe called "Crazy 

C re a t i o n s " i n 1 9 7 9 . I n 

addition to dramas and tele-

serials, he has worked as a 

dialogue writer on a number 
of comedy films. ‘Crazy’ 

Mohan is also one of Śrī TKV 

Des ikachar ’s long t ime 

student.  

‘Crazy’ Mohan also shared 
intriguing moments of his 

interactions with Śrī TKV 

Desikachar in the Memorial 

Series ‘Remembering Sir’ 

organised by KYM between 
August 2016 and 2017. 

The KYM is honoured to 

feature these two beautiful 

Venba (poems) written by 
‘Crazy’ Mohan, that are 

d e d i c a t e d t o Ś r ī T 

Krishnamacharya and Śrī 

TKV Desikachar.
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''பத#ச% π'வnத πதாமகேர, ஆ'ம 

பதஅ#ச% ஏ2345r, பாதm ப8nேதாmஉm 

ஆ:பல <34m, ஆcசாrய k@Aணமாcசாr 

ேதCகேர ேயாகt ெதFG’’ 

....HேரC ேமாக'....!



Keshav Venkataraghavan 

is a renowned cartoonist 
and has innumerable 

followers looking for his 

‘cartoon for the day’ in 

the national daily ‘The 

Hindu.’ Keshav is also 
known among the artist 

community and art lovers 

as the Krishna Lover! His 

m y r i a d a r t -

interpretations of Krishna 

have certa in ly awed 
people.  

The KYM is grateful to 

Mr. Keshav, who so 

readily, offered these 
i l l u s t r a t i o n s o f o u r 

t e a c h e r s , Ś r ī T 

Krishnamacharya and Śrī 

TKV Desikachar. 
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tயாகc ெசmமேல, ேதCகாcசாr ெதyவேம,  

ேயாகpπதா(k"#ணமாcசாr)அ'K ேயாLtத -சாகஸtைத,


ேலாகேஷம லv(Love)Cவேம,(அ+ேப .வm) Qலா தரŋகேர, 

சாகா வரmெப2ற சாT (மகா+ - πதாமகr அlல πதாமகா+) 



Ms. Mala Srivatsan was 

privileged to have studied 

u n d e r b o t h Ś r ī T 

Krishnamacharya and Śrī 
TKV Desikachar. She has 

been one of the pillars of 

support to the KYM since 

1980 and her contributions, 

be it as Executive Officer, as 
head of Publications or 

later, as Executive Trustee, 

are truly commendable. She 

w a s a m o n g t h e t h re e 

students who graduated out 

of KYM’s very fist teacher 
training programme in 1989. 

She was the Managing 

Editor of Darśanam when it 

was first published, and we 

are indeed grateful to her 
for sharing her very moving 

recollections of sir and all 

that he stood for, in this 

issue, as the KYM revives 

publication of Darśanam.  

You had the unique privilege of not only 
knowing, but studying for many years 
under both Śrī T Krishnamacharya and 
Śrī TKV Desikachar. Please share with us 
your experiences with us. 

I n t e res t i ng l y, wh i l e Per i yava r (Ś r ī T 
Krishnamacharya) and Sir (Śrī TKV Desikachar) 
themselves were a whole generation apart, I 
belonged to neither generation, but was 
blessed to receive so much from them. 


Let me first speak of my personal relationship 
with both of them.


When it came to Periyavar, he was a traditional 
and strict teacher who would tolerate no 
compromise whatsoever. Nevertheless, I had 
the privilege of also receiving his compassion. I 
had lost my father recently then, when 
Periyavar so beautifully filled up that void in my 
life, taking me under his fold like a member of 
his own family. Possibly, I was the only one of 
his students who was even permitted some 
leniency when it came to scheduling or 
cancelling a class with him on account of my 
family responsibilities, at that time. As far as 
Periyavar was concerned, he decided what 
was appropriate for me to learn. There was no 
negotiation. Equally, I was extremely docile as 
a student and was fully ready to accept his 
word as my law. 


When it came to my study with Periyavar, he 
was already past 90 when I went to him. In 
some ways, perhaps, he felt an urgency to 
teach me. We touched on many texts, dwelling 
only on what he felt it was essential for me to 
learn. But the common thread that ran through 
his interpretation of any text was Iśvara. If you 
took the Yogasūtra, from the word, “Atha,” 
onwards till the very last word of the text, 
everything was only linked to Iśvara with the 
Jīvātma-paramātma link being at the forefront. 

Looking back, I realise that his approach was 
to introduce those portions of any text that 
would help me physically and emotionally at 
that time. This included Vedic chanting as well. 
I am blessed to say that I was the first woman 
to whom Periyavar taught chanting, but he 
would only pick select passages for me to 
learn. 


With Sir, there was whole different relationship. 
As I had studied with his father, he would very 
frequently refer to me as his colleague, and 
later as his sister. Sir was the most loving, most 
compassionate and most accommodating of 
teachers. With him, there was never any 
judgment. 


When I studied under Sir, I was greatly struck 
by the difference in his methodology of 
teaching. While he held his father’s teachings 
as paramount, Sir also respected the 
individual’s belief. He was uncompromising in 
that the message of yoga had to reach 
everyone in a way they could comprehend. 


The manner in which Sir drew the focus of the 
Yogasūtra away from Iśvara and delivered it in a 
manner that touched and appealed to 
everyone, was a whole new experience. And 
so, while both Periyavar and Sir, in their own 
ways, were very rooted in tradition, each had a 
very different way of reaching it. 


Coming to my private study with Sir, he 
realised the depth of my reverence for 
Periyavar, and so invariably, our one-on-one 
c lasses focused only on works of T 
Krishnamacharya, and we spent a lot of time in 
transcribing Periyavar’s lectures and translating 
his manuscripts and commentaries. Sir 
respected my inherently traditional personality, 
and also my strong emotional connect to 
Periyavar, and taught me accordingly. 
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While Periyavar predominantly taught only 
one-on-one, in fact being so very 
particular about not teaching a text if the 
student’s personality didn’t match it, Sir 
was very comfortable with working 
privately with a student as well as 
adapting teachings to suit the sensibilities 
of very diverse and mixed audiences. 


A common thread that linked both of 
them was their intense desire to impart 
the knowledge to as many as they could 
reach. In front of this single-minded 
commitment to “Yoga-pracā ram , ” 
spreading the benefits of yoga, everything 
else, including the possibility of gaining 
monetary benefits, fell behind. What I 
personally experienced with both my 
teachers, was the obvious contentment 
(Tṛpti) that they got from teaching, their 
Svadharma as teachers, like those days in 
the Gurukulam times, and the Ekāgrata 
(single-minded commitment) to give. 


Please would you share your 
experiences of Sir, as a person and 

as a teacher? Also, could you 
h i g h l i g h t s p e c i fi c a l l y y o u r 
experiences, as a woman, with Sir?  

What one could look on with awe about 
him was his unconditional, unwavering 
devotion to his father and teacher. And if 
there was one thing that one could say he 
was single-mindedly devoted to, it was to 
preserve and carry forth his father’s 
teachings. While he definitely had his own 
opinions about many concepts, he would 
invariably sum up any lecture with the 
words, “My father said…” And that would 
be final.


To see such a devotion to one’s teacher, 
especially in this day and age is rare, 
even impossible, and every student of 
Sir’s and teachers of KYM owe it to him 
to retain that sense of gratitude to the 
lineage of teachers who came before. 


Sir held absolutely nothing back. His 
desire to spread his father’s teachings 
was so strong, that never in the course of 

decades of my interaction with him did he 
express even a thought of, “What do I 
gain from this?” 


In the early years of the Mandiram, when 
he had appointed me Executive Officer, 
very frequently, I’d go to him, greatly 
worried that we did not have enough 
money to pay our teachers or for 
electricity, rent etc. The KYM started off in 
a very small way and even though 
teachers’ salaries were negligible, we 
nevertheless had frequent deficits in our 
budget. On every such occasion, he 
would reassure me asking, “What is there 
to worry about?” He’d call his secretary 
and immediately write out a cheque. This 
also happened for funding the first issue 
of Darśanam in 1991. He would often say, 
“Every teacher in the Mandiram must feel 
that they are part of a Trust, which works 
for the public good.


Every teacher is a part of this service that 
KYM renders.” His inherent Svabhāva 
(personality) of generosity was what 
defined him as a person and as a teacher. 
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Teacher Training Programme



Sir’s delight was in teaching others. The 
endless time and teaching that he gave 
is something that every one of his 
students will cherish. The constant 
energy he gave to the KYM, be it 
providing consultations, training the 
teachers or supervising various projects, 
could never be kept pace with. In my 
life, I have had opportunities to meet and 
interact closely with so many people. In 
no one have I seen such a selfless 
generosity, openness and compassion.  
It is my deepest wish that every one of 
us who was fortunate to study under 
him, demonstrates at least an iota of that 
dedication, when we use the teachings 
we received from Sir in any way. We, as 
his students, together can attempt giving 
back these teachings in the way they 
were received. 


One of Per iyavar ’s o f ten stated 
commands to me was to do “Yoga-
pracāram,” to spread the teachings of 
Yoga. However, given my very timid 
nature and also the fact that my studies 
with Periyavar had revolved entirely on 
what he thought was appropriate for me 
to learn, I wondered how I would keep 
up my word to Periyavar. 

This was the reason why I approached 
Sir with a request that I be permitted to 
enroll in KYM’s first teacher training 
programme in 1988. He agreed without 
any reservations. On the very first day of 
class, when Sir was lecturing on 
Yogasūtra, he very casually invited me 
up to the front, introduced me as his 
colleague and a student of his father’s 
and asked me to speak abou t 
Periyavar’s interpretation of a certain 
Sūtra. It was then that I asked myself, 
“Mala, what have you got yourself into?” 
Any mistake one makes in public, Sir 
always knew how to cover it up. He has 
never let his students down. At the same 
time, he would gently give you a topic to 
teach in the next class, making sure you 
had your facts r ight . He would 
sometimes come and sit quietly at the 
back and watch us teach. This was to 
make sure that the teaching was 
imparted correctly. At every point there 
was a supervision made to see that the 
teachers carried the torch of the Guru-
pāraṁparā correctly. 


That was his approach. He was 
uncompromising with regard to the 
depth of knowledge that a Yoga teacher

was expected to have. As a teacher, you 
had to be prepared for any question in any 
subject. There was no question of giving a 
vague answer or fooling around. This was 
what Sir expected, not just of me but of 
eve ry t eache r a t t he Mand i ram. 
Regardless of how closely you interacted 
with him, regardless of how much a part 
of his family he made you feel, when it 
came to standing up there and giving a 
class, you had to be on your toes.


Specifically, in my interactions with Sir, as 
a woman, what has always struck me is 
the great respect he had for women. He 
always treated women with dignity. In 
today’s times, it might be perceived as 
being conservative, but to me it indicates 
his genuine care. He would never send a 
lady teacher of the Mandiram to teach 
outside Madras alone. If we were delayed 
at some event in the KYM, he would 
ensure that we were safely dropped 
home. Many of us who were his students, 
were married with young children. Sir had 
a charismatic ability to draw all of one’s 
family members into the fold, making 
them a part of KYM’s extended family. 


When he did the consultation for a female 
student, he would insist that one of the 
other women teachers be present. He had 
an elaborate system of diagnosis using 
the pulse at the wrist, ankle and navel. 
However, for a woman student, he would 
ask one of us to feel the pulse and 
describe to him what we felt. He would 
use his pulse reading taken at the wrist as 
his primary diagnosis and supplement it 
with what we felt at other points. 


Another thing about Sir was that he could 
read something inside of you, that even 
you were not aware of. I was very timid as 
a student of Periyavar, hardly ever 
opening my mouth to ask him questions 
or clarify doubts. Sir made me face up to 
my fears and overcome them so 
beautifully. He often threw me into many 
tasks and responsibi l i t ies, always 
reassuring me that it was no big deal. 
Somehow he would make you swim and 
find your way out. 
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Sir looking on as Mrs. Mala Srivatsan teaches 



One such task was “Darśanam.” He just 
called me and said, “Mala, we are 
coming out with a quarterly journal and I 
want you to take care of its publication.” 
At that point of time, while I was fluent in 
English, I surely had no experience in 
writing. Further, I knew absolutely 
nothing about designing a magazine. The 
kind of person he was, once he 
delegated a job to you, the responsibility 
was yours from start to finish. He would 
never interfere or offer his opinions 
unless his guidance was expressly 
sought. It was the well-known artiste Sri 
Maniam Selvan who gave me my first 
lessons in layout and design. Over the 
years, the Darśanam team came out with 
so many articles and interviews with 
some of the leading personalities of that 
time.  Each of us on the team, were 
roped in by Sir to do something we never 
had done before. And even though 
several interviews were actually done by 
him and several articles translated, 
written or edited by him, he would never 
take personal credit, always applauding 
u s w i t h g r e a t d e l i g h t f o r o u r 
contributions. 


Today, if I am the confident person that I 
am, it is only because of Sir who saw a 
potential in me that I never realised I had. 
When I look back, I am quite baffled at 
everything that Sir has unfolded in me. I 
am sure that every teacher who was 
under him can say the same thing today. 


You had said that one of Sir’s 
unique strengths was his ability to 
innovate. Please would you share 
some more insights on this aspect 
of Sir from your interactions with 
him? 

Sir’s ability to innovate and adapt 
tradition, was in a sense, stemming from 
his concern that traditional knowledge 
would stagnate and lose relevance to 
many, if only orthodox views were 
retained. His genius was such that he 
could converse on the nuances of the 

Yogasūtra with established scholars and 
at the same time, explain even a difficult 
concept to a child simply by using a 
story. At the bottom line, what mattered 
to Sir was that somehow, someway, the 
magnitude of his father’s teachings had 
to spread. This was his life’s mission and 
I could say without any exaggeration that 
his very breath, thoughts and his entire 
life revolved around this mission. 


One incident comes to mind immediately. 
My son, at that time, suffered from 
chronic asthma and was forced to be on 
very severe medication. One of the side 
effects of the medication was that it 
caused his hands to shake, so much so 
that even gripping a pencil and writing in 
clear strokes was a challenge. In those 
days, Sir would often call the children of 
several of the KYM teachers on a 
Saturday afternoon and engage them 
with various tasks. One Saturday, he 
asked all the children to come to the 
Sannidhi (where Periyavar’s Paduka-s are 
placed). He asked them to go around the 
garden and collect flowers of different 
colours. Then, he asked all of them to 
spell out Sanskrit letters on the floor 
using the flowers. It was then that I 
realised that he was gently teaching my 
son how to hold on to objects firmly 
without his hands trembling. This is just 
one of the ways in which Sir could 
innovate, often using the simplest and 
most commonplace objects as tools. His 
ability to create an instant connect with 
any student, regardless of age, education 
or background also contributed to his 
ability to innovate. He instantly saw what 
would work for a student and made use 
of it. He would make everybody feel 
special. 


In the process of offering yoga 
therapy, Sir placed the needs of the 
student first. Please would you 
elaborate?  

It was Sir’s conviction to follow the 
tradition of his father’s teaching, that, 
Yoga must be tailored to the individual. 

This need, lead to his unique ability to 
identify and assign a teacher who would 
suit the specific needs of any individual 
student. Otherwise, without that teacher-
student connect, he felt that the practice 
would not work.


He knew every individual teacher’s 
personality inside out, and would assign 
a student to that teacher based on whom 
he felt would be able to connect with that 
student.


Without this personalised approach, Sir 
believed that a student would not be able 
to receive everything that a teacher gave. 
That the student benefits was essential. 
Not only was he a diagnostician par 
excellence, he was also a very astute 
reader and observer of people’s 
personalities. 


What would you say were unique 
aspects of Sir’s personality? 

First of all, his ability to relate to any 
individual at their level. He never had the 
ego of, “I am the great teacher.” He 
would engage a child completely by 
speaking to the child at his or her level. 
When it came to someone who had a 
very timid personality or was lacking in 
confidence, he would casually, in 
conversation, highlight some small skill 
or aptitude in that student. This was 
done very sincerely without any guile 
involved. With businessmen and 
industrialists, he would interact in a very 
different way. With the elderly, he was 
very patient, taking time to hear 
everything they had to say. Interestingly, 
through every one of these interactions, 
he would make his diagnosis, even as 
the person was waiting in the reception, 
or when the person came into the room.


Another very beautiful trait in Sir was his 
innate ability to forgive others. This was 
despite his uncompromising nature with 
regard to maintaining authenticity and 
purity of teachings.
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Often, when one of us would go to him 
confessing that we had made a mistake 
be it in teaching or in some other 
administrative duty, he would focus on 
providing a solution, rather than berating 
us for what we had done. If at all, he was 
upset, he would state his feelings and 
immediately call closure. Five minutes 
after, he would be his normal self. 


He would never hesitate to acknowledge 
his own mistakes even to a junior 
teacher. In the many years that I had the 
opportunity to interact closely with him in 
so many capacities, I saw in him a trait 
that is so rare – he did not have it in his 
system to hold anger towards anyone.


He was frank, open to suggestions, 
forgiving, would treat all alike, had no 

judgements and was generos i ty 
personified. A egoless teacher !               
He hated to postpone anything. Things 
had to be done immediately. If there were 
mistakes, it would not matter but one 
must be on the move. 


The ones who had a chance to see these 
multiple facets of his personality will 
never forget the man he was and the 
influence he has had and continues to 
have on our lives. He truly loved people, 
and if at all one could say he was partial, 
i t was towards those who were 
dedicated to the spirit of KYM and to his 
father’s teachings. Periyavar, Yoga, 
KYM…these were Sir’s very breath – his 
Śvāsa and his entire life was lived in 
dedication to Yoga. If not for Sir, the 100 
years of beatitude of Krishnamacharya’s 

legacy would have disappeared with him. 
Sir was the one who took these 
teachings to the global level. 


Everything that he did was in the spirit of 
an offering, a Samarpanam and a 
Gurudakshana. I think it is the duty of 
every one of us who studied with, to 
continue to offer what we have learnt, as 
he did and as he lived. Every day I thank 
these two remarkable teachers for all that 
they gave me and every day I remind 
myself of the need to integrate their 
teachings into my life. Otherwise, Yama 
has no meaning. 
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A.V.Balasubramanian came to 
the Krishnamacharya Yoga 
Mandiram (KYM) as a student 
in the ear ly 1980’s and 
studied with Mr. R. Prabhakar 
and Śrī T.K.V. Desikachar. He 
was also a teacher  at the 
KYM for   a short period, and 
continued to be involved with 
the work of KYM as Editor for 
the journal, Darśanam for the 
fi r s t t w o y e a r p e r i o d . 
Currently he is a member of 
the Board of Studies of KYM 
and has also kindly agreed to 
act as advisor for KYM-
Darśanam.   He continued to 
learn with Śrī Desikachar till 
very recent times. He is a 
Biologist by training and has 
b e e n i n v o l v e d i n m a n y 
institutions, projects and 
efforts related to various 
aspects of Indian Knowledge 
S y s t e m s , p a r t i c u l a r l y 
Traditional Indian Sciences 
and Technologies.   Currently, 
he is the Director of Centre 
f o r I n d i a n K n o w l e d g e 
Systems (www.c iks .org ) 
which was founded by him in 
1995 – an institution devoted 
to exploring and developing 
the current relevance and 
applications of Traditional 
Indian Knowledge Systems 
w i t h s p e c i fi c f o c u s o n 
sustainable agriculture. 

TKV DESIKACHAR: THE MAN AND HIS MISSION 
A.V. BALASUBRAMANIAN    

On 11th December 2014, the United Nations 
General Assembly (UNGA) adopted a 
Resolut ion introduced by the Indian 
Permanent Representative and resolved to 
observe a specific day every year as – 
“International Day of Yoga.”  The resolution 
received support from 177 nations who co-
sponsored the resolution, which is the highest 
number of co-sponsors ever for any UNGA 
resolution of such a nature.  The Indian Prime 
Minister, Mr. Narendra Modi proposed 21st 
June as the day for – “International Day of 
Yoga” since it has a special significance, 
being the longest day of the year in the 
Northern hemisphere (shortest in the 
Southern hemisphere).  


Since 2015, 21st June is being celebrated with 
great enthusiasm the world over. However, 
what is interesting is that, by an extraordinary 
coincidence, it is also the date of birth of Śrī 
TKV Desikachar, who was arguably one of the 
most influential Yoga teachers from India 
during the last century.  He was born on the 
21st of June, 1938 and he breathed his last on 
August 8th, 2016 after a rich and extra-
ordinary career of teaching, which has left a 
lasting influence on the way Yoga is 
understood and practiced all over the world.  


Śrī TKV Desikachar was born in a family of 
Vedic scholars, and after an early education 
and brief career as an Engineer, he chose to 
study Yoga with his illustrious father Yogi T. 
Krishnamacharya.  He spent all his active 
professional life in the city of Chennai where 
he and his family have been Yoga teachers for 
an incredibly wide array of luminaries 
including politicians, industrialists, scholars, 
academics, scientists and medical specialists. 
Since the 1950’s, serious students and 
practitioners of Yoga from dozens of countries 
across the world have visited and stayed in 
Chennai to study with him and his family.  He 
made several extraordinary and r ich 
contributions to the study and practice of 
Yoga such as the following:


• The practice of Yoga (particularly Āsana and 
Prāṇāyāma) has to be applied to suit the 
individual and not the other way. 


• Breath and its coordination with movement 
is central to Yoga.


• Āsana-s have to be practiced in a sequence 
and to a plan and not done in a piece meal 
fashion. 


• Āsana-s can be and need to be modified to 
suit individuals.


• Yoga is not just for the Saṁnyāsin or the 
forest dweller – it is very much required and 
offers great value to the householder, 
students and various others. 


• While Yoga may have its origins and 
philosophical roots in Hinduism, the practice 
of Yoga can be useful for everyone, 
irrespective of their religion or any other kind 
of conviction.  


• Yoga can be applied successfully for a 
variety of therapeutic needs successfully.  


• Yoga can work in partnership with various 
other medical systems including Allopathy, 
Āyurveda and many other systems, 
providing support and help to the care-
seeker.  


• The use of sound, Mantra-s and Vedic 
chanting can powerfully enhance the 
efficacy of Yoga and help in therapy. 


Above all, Śrī Desikachar elevated the status 
of Yoga to one of great respectability among 
the modern educated Indians.  This was 
partly achieved through his substantial efforts 
and work in India and also indirectly, as a 
result of the impact that his influence outside 
India (particularly in Europe and the United 
States) had on the western educated and 
oriented Indians.
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However, while Śrī Krishnamacharya, by 
choice, did not travel outside India, 
Desikachar travelled all over the world, 
starting from the year 1976, where he 
taught a one-semester course around 
Yoga at the Colgate University in New 
York.  The outcome of this effort was 
published in the form of a fascinating 
book – “Religiousness in Yoga” – this is a 
timeless classic and many students and 
colleagues of Desikachar still consider 
this to be his best publication.  In a 
sense, he expounded Yoga as it was 
adapted to the modern age in a manner 
that drew the attention of the west. After 
that there was no turning back, and 
during the next 40 years, it was only a 
cont inuous per iod o f inc reased 
engagements with students from all over 
the world. 


I had the extraordinary opportunity and 
privilege of knowing Desikachar since 
1982, when I first met him and started 
learning at the Krishnamacharya Yoga 
Mandiram (KYM) an institution that he 
founded in the year 1976.  From that 
period, till his last days in 2016, I have 
had the privilege of interacting with him 
and various members of his family.  I 
would like to use this opportunity to 
share what I have seen of him as a Yoga 
teacher, his personal qualities and finally 
his contributions to the World of Yoga.  


AS A YOGA TEACHER 

As a student of Yoga, and then as a 
teacher, I have marvelled at his various 
qualities and it was an experience, not 
only to study with him in a formal set up 
but also merely be with him both at work 
and otherwise.  I would like to make 
some particular remarks about certain 
aspects of Desikachar as a Yoga teacher, 
relating to his powers of observation, 
diagnosis, developing courses to suit 
specific students and also his etiquette 
in interacting with students.


OBSERVING STUDENTS 

Every class when he met with students, 
was a lesson in h is powers o f 
observation.  During my first week as a 
teacher, I was working late at the 
Mandiram and I saw him coming out of 
the consultation room.  He casually 
enquired with the manager and asked if 
there were any more students waiting for 
consultation after which he quickly 
peeped out into the lobby where there 
were four persons waiting.  Then, he 
turned towards me and said – “There are 
a couple of asthma cases. Do you have 
time to accommodate them?”  I stayed 
on with him during the consultations and 
sure enough, two of those cases were 
people with severe afflictions of asthma.  
I was to learn later that in some cases, 
because of the great difficulty in 
exhalation, some asthmatics have a 
characteristic appearance of the chest, 
but he was very quick to spot an 
asthmatic even when this was not very 
pronounced. I was also astounded at his 
keen observation wherein he spotted at 
a single glance what we have not seen 
about people with whom we have moved 
for a long time. In the year 1986, I was 
engaged to marry a young woman, 
whom I had known for about four years.  
She had a problem of back pain and I 
had decided to bring her to meet 
Desikachar.  It was also to serve as a 
kind of an introduction of my bride to 
him.  I was seated across him from the 
table and he had in front of him, a case 
sheet with an outline of the human form, 
which was used at the Mandiram to 
make notes about the care-seeker.  She 
walked into the room and he greeted her 
heartily and waved her towards a seat 
and immediately noted down in his case 
sheet – “one foot flat.”  He went on to 
explain to me that some persons have 
the arch missing in one foot or both feet 
which makes them more susceptible to 
back pain.  I was mortified that he had 
picked up at a glance what I had not 
observed over a four-year period of 
association!


His keen observation and actions based 
on it were constantly reminding us that 
there is no substitute for continuously 
and actively observing ourselves and our 
students.


A few months after I started teaching at 
the Mandiram, Desikachar offered a 
weekly session for the teachers which 
was focused on “Preparation for and 
performing of difficult Āsana-s.” It was 
an interesting session where we all tried 
out challenging Āsana-s. It soon became 
clear that while some of the teachers 
were very flexible, there were some 
others who were very stiff, and I was one 
of those teachers who had the least 
flexibility.  One day, we had a session of 
various inverted postures and their 
modifications, and at one point, 
Desikachar said that we were going to 
take a look at certain variations of 
Śirṣāsana, and called me to come 
forward and get into the posture.  I was 
taken totally by surprise because I had 
resigned myself not to be able to 
perform most of the difficult postures. 
However, I followed his instructions and 
got into the posture.  Imagine my great 
surprise when I found that I could 
manage it and could breathe well in it for 
a few minutes, while he spoke to the 
class explaining the details of the 
posture.  It was, therefore, an important 
lesson on not being carried away by 
general impressions and placing oneself 
into meaningless box. Every Āsana had 
to be examined in detail to see what is 
possible or not.


The reverse also happened sometimes, 
which was even more interesting.  There 
were students who were extremely 
flexible and sometimes, it would happen 
that they would take their bodies for 
granted.  Hence, it would come as a 
great shock to them when they 
discovered that they could not get into 
certain postures and breathe in them 
comfortably!
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THE REASON WHY…….  

He spent a lot of time with students during 
a first meeting and did a thorough job of 
diagnosis. He told me on a couple of 
specific occasions that no matter what 
complaint a student comes with, one 
should always – “quickly assess all the 
Indriya-s (sense organs).”  He had various 
direct and indirect ways of doing this.  For 
example, to assess the sense of hearing, 
he would sometimes, suddenly drop his 
voice to a softer level just to observe how 
the student picks up what he is saying, or 
he would sometimes ask the student to be 
silent for a few seconds and then ask 
about what the student heard.  This could 
be a car horn in the street nearby, Vedic 
chanting of a group of students upstairs, 
bark of a dog at a distance or the ticking 
of the clock in the room.  He would 
sometimes put the student under a 
situation of stress to see how they 
reacted.  On one such occasion, while 
feeling the pulse of a student, he suddenly 
said – “Are you serious about classes and 

Yoga? We do not want to spend time with 
people who are not serious.”  I was quite 
taken aback by this remark, since this was 
quite contrary to the great patience and 
courtesy with which he greeted every 
single student.  Later on, he remarked to 
me that the source of the person’s stress 
was mental, and he could feel it in the 
pulse, in the student’s reaction when he 
made this remark!


ADAPTATION 

One of the greatest factors that 
contributed to his success as a Yoga 
teacher was undoubtedly, his capacity to 
assess the condition of the student on 
every occasion, and design and prescribe 
a course to suit the physical and mental 
condition [of that student, at that time].  
On one occasion, I was puzzled that a 
student of mine with severe back pain, 
who responded very well to the course of 
Āsana-s, seemed to have had a sudden 
relapse for no obvious reasons.  I sought 
his help, and within a few minutes, he 

brought out the fact that her husband was 
in the Middle East where a war had just 
broken out and she was under great 
stress.  He immediately suggested and 
changed the line of treatment.  He would 
always ascertain directly or indirectly with 
s tuden ts the i r re l i g ion and the i r 
preferences would be respected carefully 
in terms of prayer (whether or not it was 
suggested) choice of Mantra-s etc.  I 
learnt from him that the mental effort and 
involvement in doing the Āsana-s was 
perhaps more important than the physical 
form.  There was a middle-aged man who 
came to us, declaring that he could do all 
the asanas comfortably and he did them 
every day. While discussing his case, 
Desikachar remarked that “if he could do 
all of those Āsana-s every day and quite 
easily, obviously there is very little mental 
involvement or thought in it.” He was 
excellent in communicating with the 
student - the present widely used 
system of representing Āsana-s through 
stick diagrams, was an outstanding 
contribution of Desikachar to this area. 

Darśanam | June 2018	 �16

JUNE, 2018Vol 1, No. 1 DARŚANAM

Valedictory function of one of KYM’s summer camps for children 



Through all my years of association with 
him, I have not encountered even one 
single student or condition for which he 
couldn’t prescribe a practice.  He could 
somehow ease the condition or help the 
patient.  I have been witness to a 
student who was in tears about his 
father who was terminally ill with cancer, 
and he was desperate for anything at all 
that would be helpful to him.  Desikachar 
spoke to him very encouragingly and 
suggested that he recite the Āditya 
Hṛdaya Stotram at his father’s bedside a 
few times every day.  A few days’ later, 
the student told us that his father had 
passed away, but he was delighted that 
he could receive so much of peace and 
solace by hearing the verses that were 
chanted.  Āditya Hṛdaya is an important 
chant that was taught by Sage Agastyā 
to Śrī Rama and is chanted for health 
and well-being.  It is addressed to the 
Sun.


There was an interesting incident that 
was related by a leading legal luminary 
of Madras who had approached a 
famous Yoga teacher several years 
before for help with a back problem.  He 
was also an enthusiastic horse rider, and 
sensing that this teacher disapproved of 
this, he backed out from his proposed 
Yoga lessons and did not return to his 
teacher.  A few years later, the problem 
was aggravated, and this time, he turned 
to Desikachar and shared his dilemma.  
Desikachar gave him a series of Yoga 
lessons and made no comment 
whatsoever about his horse riding.  He 
immediately felt much better and 
showed significant improvement over a 
period of time.  However, after a point, 
he stagnated instead of proceeding 
towards total relief from his back 
problem.  At this point, Desikachar 
suggested that he go slow with his horse 
riding to get total relief – by now he was 
in a much more open and responsive 
frame of mind and went on to take his 
advice.  This illustrated something that 
Desikachar would repeatedly emphasise 
– “What you teach someone at any given 
point may not be what is best suited or 

required by the student - it has to be 
what he can start doing at his level of 
comprehension!”  


DEALING WITH SAṀSKĀRA-S 

Here, I must share my impressions about 
his wonderful approach to a dilemma 
that has been an area of great concern 
among many Yoga teachers – how does 
one deal with a student who has already 
been learning with a different teacher or 
a Yoga school, or even someone who 
comes from a different tradition of 
physical training.  My early experience 
was with a student who had studied for 
a few years with an author of one of the 
bestselling journals and who had also 
written books on Yogāsana-s.  No matter 
how much I tried, it was difficult to make 
a fresh start with him.  Finally, when he 
was due to turn up for a class, he sent 
across a note through a messenger, 
offering his apologies and opting out of 
lessons stating that the older practice 
was still very strong with him and he was 
unable make a different start.  A few 
years later, Desikachar called me one 
day to assign a new student with an 
interesting background.  He was from 
California and had learnt Yoga for 
several years with a well-known Yoga 
teacher there, from a different school of 
training. He was now in India for a long 
stay to study with a leading flautist in the 
city.  He had been assigned a senior 
teacher at the Mandiram, who started 
out his lessons by declaring to him the 
he would have to forget everything that 
he had learnt in his old school.  He was 
upset and protested that he could do no 
such thing.  Desikachar now wanted me 
to make a fresh start with this student 
and told me that I could enquire about 
his previous practice only in order to 
understand what he had done already – I 
was not to pass any comment or 
judgement on that. I simply started with 
the student, building on what he already 
knew.  He guided me through every step 
of this process and it was gratifying to 
see after a couple of weeks, that the 
student gained a rich appreciation of 

what we were doing, as he got deeper 
into the practice.


I found that a student could very 
comfortably remain in the posture of 
Adhomukhaśvānāsana in terms of the 
form.  Desikachar said, “Let us start with 
that Āsana and let us bring him to stay in 
it, putting conscious attention to the 
posture, and let us suggest specific 
ratios and values for inhalation and 
exhalation.”  As soon as these inputs 
were added to the Āsana, there was a 
dramatic change and the student 
discovered, to his great surprise, that 
there was lots more to doing an Āsana 
than merely assuming the external form.  
Gradually, we were able to lead him into 
a much better appreciation of Āsana-s in 
terms of the quality of breath and paying 
attention to it.  Over a period of a few 
weeks, he had developed further from 
his old set of practices and had rich 
appreciation of what we had to offer, but 
this time it was his own discovery rather 
than merely a lecture from one of us!


There was yet another interesting 
episode which I wish to share on this 
matter.  One of the Mandiram teachers 
played the game of cricket in the Madras 
League and a group of fifteen would go 
to practice the game regularly.  Every 
practice game would start with a warm 
up session, where all the fifteen 
cricketers stood in a circle and one 
player would lead the group by 
suggesting an exercise (it could be 
skipping or any other movement) which 
would be followed by the whole group.  
One day, it was the Yoga teacher’s turn 
and he started the warm up mildly by 
suggesting a simple raising of arms and 
then squatting down dropping the arms 
to the sides (i.e. Utkaṭāsana).  This was, 
of course, very easy and followed with 
great amusement by the whole group.  
Soon, he coupled this with a slow and 
gentle breathing that was coordinated 
with the movement and it was a big 
surprise to the whole group.
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Most of the group could not proceed due 
to strain or pain in the knees or in the 
back, or they were wobbly and only the 
Yoga teacher and one other member 
were left standing after five minutes. 
This was a powerful demonstration of 
h o w Yo g a c a n b e p h y s i c a l l y 
demanding and cha l leng ing i f 
coordinated with the breath, even 
though the movements may appear 
simple and innocuous. Soon, several of 
his cricketing colleagues were making a 
bee line for Yoga lessons to the 
Mandiram.  


THE RIGHT ETIQUETTE 

In his interactions with students, there 
was a lot to learn in terms of etiquette.  I 
had once taken to him, my music 
teacher who was over 75 years old, who 
came to him for help with a back 
problem and advice on general health.  I 
was present through the consultation as 
suggested by Desikachar, but at one 
point he suddenly turned to me and said, 
“Balu, you can proceed with your class.”  
I was ra the r mys t i fied and le f t 
immediately as I could sense that there 
was something that he wanted to speak 
to my teacher about in my absence.  
After the consultation, when I was on the 
way back, to drop my music teacher at 
his home, he let me into the secret and 
said that Desikachar had counselled him 
to go slow on eating paan (chewing betel 
leaf and betel nut with lime paste), since 
if it was used excessively it could be 
harmful for one’s health.  Desikachar had 
felt that this advice should not be 
rendered in my presence, since I was his 
student.  


Through all my years of interaction with 
him, I have never ever known him to 
cancel a class or an appointment with a 
student for anything but the most serious 
reasons or an emergency – most often it 
was for accommodating another student 
whose need may be more urgent.  He 
was also very careful to see that he did 

not ever mix up his role as a teacher with 
various other roles in which his students 
interacted with him.  I had invited him to 
Geneva for an international conference.  
Very early in the morning, on a cold 
October day, my wife and I were at the 
Geneva airport with Desikachar, waiting 
to board a flight.  He dropped his back 
pack near us and took leave saying that 
he would go for a stroll.  He reappeared 
some ten minutes later with a tray with 
two cups of steaming coffee for myself 
and my wife!. A few months before, he 
had asked me to go slow on my drinking 
coffee when I went to him for a 
consultation and he had no doubt 
observed that I had slowly resumed my 
coffee drinking!


One of his most remarkable qualities as 
a teacher that immensely benefited all 
his students was his great willingness 
and openness to combining treatment 
and inputs from various other systems of 
medicine and healing – Āyurveda, 
Homeopathy, Modern Western medicine, 
Reiki etc., in the best interest of the 
student. He was completely open and 
unbiased on the matter and one could 
feel free to talk and discuss with him 
about other systems from which you 
were taking help.


He had a tremendous ability to relate 
and establish good communication with 
his students, no matter what their 
background or level of knowledge or 
scholarship.  He had a stupendous 
variety of people who came to him for 
help which included – politicians, 
industr ia l is ts , medical and legal 
practitioners, traditional scholars, 
journalists, housewives and children who 
had various problems, including some 
who were mental ly or physical ly 
challenged.  It was a delight to see, and 
a real learning experience for any 
teacher of Yoga to be around him and 
watch how he would put every one of 
them at ease, and to the extent possible, 
in an open frame of mind to take his 
advice and help.


HOLDING UP A MIRROR… 

He had an extraordinary capacity to see 
things in people before anyone else saw 
them.   In fact, it would also happen, that 
he would see things in and about people 
long before they saw it themselves or 
became aware of it.   On one occasion, I 
was having a series of meetings with an 
American Yoga teacher, who would get 
my inputs on a series of topics such as 
herbs used in Āyurveda.   During one 
such session, he started to ask me a 
series  of questions about astrology.  
A f te r about 20 minutes o f th i s 
discussion, I was wondering what made 
him pose his questions and doubts 
about astrology to me.   I had studied 
astrology for a short while when I was a 
student at Bangalore.  However, this was 
known only to a few close friends who 
were my classmates at Bangalore and 
my sister – none of them were in 
Chennai or connected to the Yoga 
Mandiram in any way.    I was wondering 
how this American student, who had 
known me only for a couple of weeks, 
started this line of conversation with me.  
When I posed this question to him, he 
said that he had asked Desikachar for 
his suggestion on some person to whom 
he could go to for a discussion on 
astrology and Desikachar had suggested 
that he talk to me. When asked if I had 
studied astrology, it appears that he 
remarked, “I do not know, but Balu 
knows a little something or the other 
about a vast range of subjects and you 
can try him!”   I was stunned when I 
heard this.  I had this tendency to spread 
myself very thin by picking up a large 
number of random subjects that 
interested me and reading a few books 
or talking about it for short periods of 
time ranging from a few days to a few 
months. I was vaguely aware that this 
was not a healthy habit and that I had to 
develop the capacity to stay focused on 
at least some subjects into which I 
should delve deeply and acquire some 
expertise. 
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To me, the comment of Desikachar was 
a true revelation.   He had held a mirror 
in front of me that was reflecting one 
aspect of my personality which needed 
my reflection and correction.   I found it 
extremely valuable to pay close 
a t t e n t i o n t o h i s r e m a r k s a n d 
observations about myself in particular 
a n d a l s o v a r i o u s p e o p l e a n d 
situations. 


PERSONAL QUALITIES 

While it is difficult to demarcate some 
of his personal qualities very strictly 
from his qualities as a Yoga teacher, I 
will nevertheless attempt to do so.  
One of the most striking qualities 
considering his capacities as a teacher 
and the respect that he commanded, 
was the great humility with which he 
carried his learning and scholarship.  I 
have never ever seen him render any 
advice or suggestions, even on matters 
that he was deeply knowledgeable 
about unless he was specifically asked 
and requested for. I have watched with 
amusement in many social gatherings, 
where people who did not posses even

a f ract ion of h is knowledge or 
experience, held forth loudly and 
pompously on Yoga, and he would 
never even utter a word, unless his 
advice was specifically sought. His 
humbleness and openness also led to 
o n e o f t h e m o s t r e m a r k a b l e 
partnerships that KYM has had with 
psychologists in the area of mental 
retardation. This was narrated to me by 
a n e m i n e n t p s y c h o l o g i s t w h o 
specialised in the area of mental 
retardation. He told me that in an 
international conference in Europe, a 
European psychologist wanted to know 
from him what Yoga had to say about 
mental retardation and that he was 
conv inced that there cou ld be 
something that Yoga could offer, given 
its antiquity and richness. He readily 
confessed that he had never explored 
this possibility and soon after he 
returned to Chennai, he decided to 
meet three well known Yoga teachers. 
The first two whom he met, barely heard 
what he had to say, and rushed to 
assure him that Yoga could completely 
address and fully cure all problems due 
to mental retardation.  


He was deeply skeptical at these claims.  
He then met Desikachar, who gave him 
a long and patient hearing.  Finally, when 
he was asked if Yoga can help the 
mentally challenged, he said, “People 
with a variety of problems come to us 
for help, and in several cases, we are 
able to offer something that could be of 
help.  I do not have any experience with 
the mentally challenged. Please send us 
some of these students and we will try 
to see what we can do and you tell us if 
we have been of help in any way.”  This 
approach impressed the psychologist, 
and over the years, in collaboration with 
the Yoga Mandiram, a highly successful 
programme where Yoga is used to train 
special educators (who in turn teach 
mentally challenged children) has been 
developed and is still in use.  


He was ex t reme ly open i n h i s 
interactions and was always quick to 
admit errors and be corrected in areas 
where he had no experience.  During the 
early 1990’s, I was the editor of the KYM 
journal Darsanam, and in the initial 
period of interaction, I was very hesitant 
about correcting and editing the drafts 
of his articles and transcripts of the 
interviews with him.  He put me 
completely at ease on this matter and 
gave me a totally free hand.  He was 
completely free of any ‘hang-ups’ in 
terms of his drafts being edited or his 
language being revised. 


I have always seen him and met him at 
work only in the town of Chennai, where 
he had a very vigorous and hectic 
schedule, with a constant stream of 
students, visitors, handling individual 
and group classes, administering the 
affairs of the Mandiram and coping with 
a large stream of journalists and others 
who simply want to have a word with 
him or see him. In stark contrast to this, 
when we invited him to Geneva for a 
meeting, he spent a period of four days 
at the conference where he had to make 
only one formal presentation and 
participated informally in some group 
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sessions. He had told me specifically 
that I need not pass word around about 
his presence in Geneva to any of his 
students or well-wishers in Switzerland, 
and I was nervous about how we could 
keep him occupied and entertained.  I 
soon discovered that he was perfectly 
at home and relaxed taking long walks 
and having informal chats with very 
many participants and he was perfectly 
at ease with himself almost doing 
nothing compared to his busy schedule 
at Chennai.  He was not one of those 
people who felt lost without a – 
“programme” that keeps them busy 
throughout.   


His generosity was stupendous and 
quite touching and I have been witness 
and frequently the recipient to this, 
through my years of study with him.  
Almost any object received by him as 
gi f t or offering was most often 
distributed and passed on very quickly 
as gifts to others.  I was once witness to 
a group of students from Canada who 
offered him a large box with cartons of 
maple syrup, only to see that within the 
next half an hour he had passed it on to 
various other visitors as gifts.  His wife, 
Menaka, came home a short while later 
and I had to explain to her what an 
empty cardboard box was doing in her 
living room!  We had invited him to 
participate in a meeting in Geneva and I 
spent some time with him going around 
some supermarkets and shops to 
ensure that we had a reasonable 
quantity of fruits and food that he could 
eat, since he was very selective, and 
had a long list of things that he would 
not eat.  As we were returning to the 
hotel room, we met the chief organiser 
of the conference who had come out to 
greet him in the lobby. To my great 
dismay, I saw that more than half of the 
fruits that I had gathered painstakingly, 
were immediately gifted away to him.  
The next day, when the conference 
commenced I handed over to him an 
envelope with an allowance for food 
and other expenses for the resource 
persons for the four day meeting. That 

same evening, when I greeted him, he 
gifted an exquisite Swiss watch to my 
daughter – this must have cost a major 
part of the allowance that he had 
received in the morning!


I have also observed that he was very 
careful in terms of not accumulating 
things unnecessarily.  Quite often he 
would politely but firmly, refuse gifts 
that were offered to him.  On a few 
occasions, I have taken some gifts to 
him including some books, calendars 
etc.  There are instances when he would 
take one look at the material and return 
it to me politely, but very firmly saying, 
“Thanks -  but I do not think I will be 
using it!”


R E A C H I N G O U T A N D 
DEMYSTIFICATION; ACCEPTING PEOPLE 
AS THEY ARE 
 

Running parallel to his outstanding 
technical expertise and contributions in 
the area of Yoga, I would think that his 
most outstanding contribution is what 
he has done to demystify Yoga and 
ensure that it reaches out to vast cross 
sections of people who would otherwise 
have never had the experience.  This is 
worth spelling out in some detail.    
Before I came to Desikachar, I was 
always convinced by various others and 
also convinced myself that one cannot 
experience or learn Yoga without a 
good knowledge and scholarship of 
Sanskrit.  The style of teaching of 
Desikachar made me see that it is 
possible to communicate and teach 
very effectively about Yoga without 
taking recourse to Sanskrit or quite 
often even the technical terminology of 
Yoga.  He had the capacity to demystify 
it completely and communicate deeply 
using every day experiences of his 
students.  His own upbringing was as 
an orthodox Vaiṣṇavite in a Hindu 
family, but he ensured that this was 
never ever a barrier.  You could be 
perfectly comfortable being with him 
and learning with him no matter what 

caste or religious tradition you belonged 
to.  He made particular effort to ensure 
that Christians and those of other faiths 
and also atheists, agnostics, rationalists 
a n d h u m a n i s t s w e re p e r f e c t l y 
c o m f o r t a b l e l e a r n i n g a n d 
comprehending Yoga and none of his 
beliefs drawn from Hindu or Vaiṣṇavite 
traditions were ever thrust upon them.


Men and women could be equally at 
e a s e w i t h h i m a n d h e a l w a y s 
emphasised that the great Ācarya, 
Nāthamuni who was the preceptor and 
ancestor of Krishnamacharya’s tradition 
of Yoga. always said that women had a 
special right and responsibility in the 
practice of Yoga.  A whole cluster of 
h a b i t s a n d q u a l i t i e s s u c h a s 
vegetarianism, non-smoking, abstaining 
from alcohol, drinking coffee, tea etc., 
that were laid down as preconditions for 
Yoga practice in many other schools, 
were rendered completely irrelevant in 
the approach of Desikachar.


He always stated that some of these 
life-style shifts are more likely to be 
results of Yoga practice rather than 
preconditions.  In his own characteristic 
way, he would state, “Everybody knows 
that smoking is bad for their health from 
their own experience and not just 
because the surgeon general has said 
so!  If people are able to shrug all such 
habits merely by intellectual realisation, 
they do not have a need for a teacher.” 
His approach would be to accept 
students exactly as they were and 
where they were and only ask that they 
allocate some time for practice every 
day.  It was remarkable to see how this 
could achieve a deep and long lasting 
transformation in the lives and habits of 
students.  In a deeper sense, what this 
translated into was a total acceptance 
of every human being exactly as they 
are and to see that they need to be 
helped to move on from where they are, 
rather than be faced with demands as 
to what they should be, to begin with, 
even to qualify for help.
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DEALING WITH THE MIND  

He also emphasised that the mind is the most important element in all interactions with one’s students and he would quote his father 
stating, “When you are teaching anybody Yoga, be clear that you are dealing with their mind.”  One on occasion, we had just moved 
into a new office and I was delighted that Desikachar dropped in suddenly one day to greet us at the new location.  Our new office was 
a corner house, which was facing a street and as per some persons, in accordance with the principles of Vāstu (traditional Indian 
systems of Architecture and Town planning) such houses are considered as vulnerable and one is advised to install a deity (usually a 
small statue of Lord Gaṇeśa) as an act of protection.  I had put a small statue on the window sill outside my room facing the road and I 
sought Desikachar’s approval for this.  He first dismissed the whole matter stating that it had no meaning, but then immediately 
followed it up with a comment, “Well, if the matter has crossed your mind, then it is a good idea to do something about it – go ahead” 
and gave some advice as to what I should do! 


CONTRIBUTIONS TO THE WORLD OF YOGA  

In 1976, he decided to start a Trust – “Krishnamacharya Yoga Mandiram,” which was in the nature of a thanks-giving (Guru Daksiṇa – 
as he would say) to his father.  Both, in his personal conduct and in his public behaviour, he was deeply influenced by the traditional 
Indian idea which Mahatma Gandhi described by his idea of Trusteeship.  He was a man greatly sought after the world over and he 
could have been a multi-millionaire several times over, if he had so desired.  However, he was firmly of the view that he only needed an 
income that was necessary to take care of his basic needs and to provide for his family and dependents. Anything more that he could 
earn was to be “held in Trust” for the larger public good.  From 1976 onwards he trained a band of enthusiastic Yoga teachers who 
came to him, drawn from varied backgrounds from India and abroad, often abandoning promising and prosperous careers as doctors, 
engineers, artists, journalists and various other callings.  The institution, KYM, started programmes for training Yoga Teachers and 
Yoga Therapists as early as the 1990s and it continues to flourish even now.  The last couple of years have also opened up 
extraordinary opportunities because of the growing national interests and support for the area of Yoga.  This period has also seen a 
great new awakening and interest in the potential and possibilities of Yoga the world over. KYM is currently playing a key role in shaping 
the future of Yoga, not only in India but also the world over. He has also ensured that the institution offers programmes in an 
atmosphere where people from varied backgrounds, professions, religions and even nationalities are perfectly at home.  Interestingly, 
when KYM was formed in 1976, there was a discussion about the motto of the Trust.  One suggestion was that it could be – “Oṁ Namo 
Nārāyaṇāya” (Salutations to the Lord Nārāyaṇa) – this is the traditional prayer with which his teacher and father Yogī T Krishnamacharya 
would always commence his talks and public appearances – all his learning, healing powers and success would be attributed to Lord 
Narayana.  However, Desikachar chose to adopt the motto – “Heyaṁ-duḥkhamanāgatam.” This is an aphorism from Patañjali’s 
Yogasūtra, which if loosely translated, would mean, “Painful effects which are likely to occur should be anticipated and avoided.”  


I deem it a great honour and privilege that I had the opportunity to know and study with Desikachar.  
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I was just 18 then, and had rather reluctantly 
agreed to learn Yoga under this teacher who 
thoroughly captivated my late father. It was the 
early 1970s, and the idea of a fully qualified 
engineer giving up his profession and living by 
teaching Yoga appealed to my teenaged, 
iconoclastic world view. Let's not forget that 
this was the "Age of Aquarius," hippies and 
Woodstock. Desikachar, continued to be an 
advisor, friend, guide and teacher to my wife 
Gita and myself, for almost 50 years.


I became a doctor, came back to India to 
practice, and have, since then, had the good 

fortune to interact with Desikachar on an 
aspect that fascinated both of us: the miracle of 
healing in living tissues. I am a surgeon, and in 
my chosen profession, attempt to heal by first 
submitting the human body to a series of 
interventions that would be seen by any 
dispassionate observer as assault of a very 
serious nature. Yet, each time, the human body 
performs the miracle of healing, which leaves 
me profoundly humbled and reduces all my 
professed knowledge to nothing. I had spoken 
about this to Desikachar and he replied with a 
quiet smile born of the assurance that this 
miracle is indeed the miracle of life and the 
human condition.


Over the years, we explored this marvel 
together, most notably in a series of interviews 
and discussions with a cross section of healers 
from wide and diverse traditions, first published 
as a series in ‘The Hindu’ and then brought out 
as a book, "The Yoga of Healing." In these 
interactions with him, specifically, and with my 
years of friendship with him in the background, 
I have always been impressed by three aspects 
of his approach. 


First, his openness and an uncompromising 
willingness, to use the best of any healing 
tradition, without ego, without the walls that 
most healing professionals place between their 
chosen discipline and others around them. 
Both his parents, when they fell ill, were first 
brought to the Allopathic systems. When his 
knowledge base led him to believe that 
Allopathy offered a better chance for healing 
than all else, he pursued it with unwavering 
steadfastness. 

This brings me to the second point: the 
absolute trust that he placed in the person 
administering the healing technique. For the 
nearly half century that I have treated him and 
the members of his family, at no point did he 
ever question or doubt my professional advice. 
I believe that this capacity lies in the core of the 
doctor-patient relationship. Sadly, as we have 
grown information rich, this trust has eroded. 
Desikachar remains a shining beacon in this 
regard.


Dr Arjun Rajagopalan is 

the Founder of the well-

known Sundaram Medical 

Foundat ion, Chennai , 
w h e re h e s e r v e d a s 

Medical Director and 

Trustee from its inception 

in 1994, till his retirement 

from active service in 
2016. He continues to 

g u i d e t h e B o a r d o f 

Directors at Sundaram 

Medical Foundation as 

Advisor and Trustee. He 
has behind him, a long 

r e c o r d o f t h i n k i n g , 

teach ing and ta lk ing 

about Evidence-based 

Medical Practice and has 

now embarked on a wider 
mission of forming a 

community of people, 

f r o m a l l s p h e r e s o f 

a c t i v i t y , w h o a r e 

interested in these three 
areas: thinking, teaching 

and talking. 

TKV DESIKACHAR -TEACHER, FRIEND AND HEALER 
DR. ARJUN RAJAGOPALAN 
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The third aspect of his healing approach lay in his unshakeable, abiding faith in the capability of the human body to repair itself. But, 
he firmly believed that this gift cannot be taken as given but is something that each individual has to work on and find for himself or 
herself. As a result, he never made promises regarding outcomes from his advice - an ego trap that the overwhelming majority of 
healers, regardless of tradition, consistently fall into. 


My life has taken me to and through a variety of people, places and events. Somehow, for almost half a century, the thread has 
repeatedly passed through T K V Desikachar. His ever present smile, his concern for your well-being, his sincerity and his ability to 
make you feel that you are the only one that matters while he is interacting with you, encapsulates what Desikachar and his teaching 
of Yoga was all about. 


Pictures below: Taken during Sir’s interactions with healers from various traditions for ‘The Yoga of Healing’ project. 
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Prof. S Padmanabhan is 
t h e H e a d o f t h e 
Department of Sanskrit, at 
the University of Madras. 
A widely read scholar, he 
comes from a family of 
g reat scho lars . Pro f . 
Padmanabhan has been 
associated with Śr ī T 
Krishnamacharya, Śrī TKV 
Desikachar and the KYM 
since 1976. He has been 
on the Board of Studies of 
KYM for several decades 
and has always been 
forthcoming in offering his 
support and blessings for 
all activities of KYM.  

TKV DESIKACHAR - AN UNCOMPROMISING INNOVATOR  
PROF. S. PADMANABHAN 

I have been privileged to have been associated 
with both Śrī T Krishnamacharya and Śrī TKV 
Desikachar since 1976. Over this long 
association, there have been several important 
milestones, one of which was working on Śrī T 
Krishnamacharya’s manuscript of Yogavallī 
along with Dr. V Varadachari, the renowned 
scholar.


T Krishnamacharya’s commentary on the 
Yogasūtra is a valuable addition to Sanskrit 
literature and closely follows the Rāmānuja 
Vedānta tradition. That T Krishnamacharya 
understood and integrated the teachings of 
Rāmānuja into his work is well evidenced both 
in the Yogavallī as well as the Yoga Rahasya. 


When Desikachar invited me to be on the 
Board of Studies of the KYM, I was initially 
hesitant, but he insisted that he required my 
presence on account of my background in the 
Śāstra-s. I was privileged to serve on the 
Board with many great intellectuals including 
the wel l -known neuro-surgeon Dr. B 
Ramamurthi. We had a number of fruitful 
discussions on the syllabus and content of the 
teacher training programme. Till today, it is my 
pleasure and privilege to continue this 
association with KYM as a member of the 
Board of Studies and I am very happy that 
KYM lives up to Śrī TKV Deiskachar’s primary 
vision of making the institute one of the 
internationally reputed centres for Yoga 
studies. 


At a personal level, my entire family has had 
the opportunity to be associated with 
Desikachar. In fact, I will never forget how 
Desikachar cured my daughter of a chronic 
stomach ailment that had bothered her for a 
long time, with such a simple adjustment to 
her diet. Such was his power of diagnosis. 


Whenever I visited the KYM, I would never ask 
for any kind of priority but would wait in the 
reception. If by chance, Desikachar happened 

to pass by, he would instantly come to me and 
take me into his office. I was privileged to have 
received such affection from him. 


Despite being very well versed in the Śāstra-s 
himself, he would never hesitate to take 
others’ opinions on matters of importance. On 
one such occasion, he raised the issue of 
certain objections being raised with regard to 
women chanting the Veda-s and sought my 
opinion.  I said, “Sir, you needn’t ask me this. If 
a great scholar who was fully versed in all the 
Śāstra-s like T Krishnamacharya himself 
endorsed Vedic chanting for women, then we 
must not question it, but just follow.” Soon 
after, he asked me to inaugurate a programme 
on Vedic chanting and I am happy to see that 
these programmes on Vedic chanting continue 
to be offered by the Department of Healing 
Chants, KYM. 


Śrī T Krishnamacharya was very traditional and 
had the opportunity to study directly under the 
Parakāla Svāmi. Desikachar belonged to the 
next generation of teachers and he was faced 
with a very real need of developing his father’s 
teachings and making them more accessible 
to people of that generation. One of 
Desikachar’s greatest strengths was his ability 
to innovate. But, importantly, although he 
innovated, he never swerved from the core of 
his father’s teachings. 


Any tradition, if it stagnates, will soon be 
forgotten. While one can be conservative 
about preserving tradition, there must be a 
little bit of liberalism in taking tradition into the 
future. If T Krishnamacharya’s teachings 
continue to be valued by students across the 
world, it is definitely because of Desikachar’s 
skill in adapting and innovating. As a close 
associate of KYM, I am happy to see that in 
this sense, the teachings of Desikachar are 
well preserved in the activities of KYM. 
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As a long-time student of Sri Desikachar, I 
have often wondered what Sir’s ideal was.  It 
was clear that he was deeply committed to 
the teachings of Patañjali, he most respectfully 
deferred to his father and teacher and was 
dedicated to his teachings with utmost 
sincerity.  But then he was also a self-stated 
non-believer, however, one who freely 
immersed himself in not only Vedic chanting 
but also ritual. 


I remain intrigued by his self-stated areligious 
position on the one hand, and his sincere 
dedication to his orthodox and devout father, 
plus his deeply respectful engagement with 
practices that are seen to be religious.  At 
closer look, we could see that he was 
areligious without being strident about his 
position; similarly, his dedication to his father, 
teacher and his lineage, was most respectful 
without being sentimental, and he fully 
immersed himself in the tradition and the 
teachings without ever becoming ardent, 
dogmatic or reverent. 


Likewise, he also resisted subscribing to an 
“image,” be it the image of the guru or the 
popular image of Yoga as it emerged over the 
last hundred years.  He presented himself 
most ordinarily, and his Yoga did not comprise 
of picture-perfect asana. Both, his person and 
his practice remained adaptable, almost self-
probing, appropriate to the station, context 
and time that he found himself in, and devoid 
of any embellishment or posturing.  I find it 
incredible, for instance, that in The Heart of 
Yoga, it is difficult to find a single word or a 
turn of phrase, that either a believer or a 
sceptic can have any problem with. And it is 
not that he is being overly careful, it is 
because he was ever-judicious, always 
stopping short of making or promoting any 
assumptions.  


The way I saw him, outwardly, he followed the 
Brahmavihāra-s, kept his boundaries clean 
and intact, ever respectful, understanding, 
appreciative and non-judgemental.  He 
stopped short of becoming devout, earnest, 
ardent, grandiose, or making assumptions and 
sweeping statements, playing Guru, talking-
down or posturing. He also most carefully 
evaded labels or labelling.  Ostensibly, he was 
harbouring within him the “radical” position of 
a non-believer.  However, he was never given 
to advocating his personal creed, or the lack 
of it, however he may have defined it, or even 
bringing it into conversation on his own.  In 
fact, he kind of unnoticeably effaced it. But 
was his smooth and easy demeanour a means 
of protecting something deeply private and 
dear to Sir, something that he wished not to 
draw any attention upon? or was it that that 
“something” could not tolerate being named 
or being brought into external focus?  Was 
what he believed in and protected in a way 
paradoxical, and best personified by silence 
and camouflaged by his ordinariness and 
ever-appropriateness? 


Having said that, I would like to add that 
though Sir did not endorse religion or rest his 
faith on doctrine, he maintained unflinching 
faith in the power of Mantra, i.e. Śabda, the 
word. I remember, that when he initiated me 
into chanting, he asked me to first treat it as a 
mode of Prāṇāyāma, and then slowly 
proceeded to incorporate Nyāsā which of 
course, layered it with significance.  And then, 
many years later when I asked for deeper 
practice, he taught me Sandhyāvandanam 
which included visualisation of Gāyatrī, in the 
form of a goddess.  He thus, slowly 
introduced the “word” to me through the 
m e d i u m s o f s o u n d , b re a t h , t o u c h , 
visualisation and ritual, not confining it to its 
Artha (meaning) alone but slowly allowing it to 
exceed into resonance. 
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When I came to the Mandiram, in 1980, I was a devout Sikh, a firm believer, and my training at Kalakshetra, kind of, reinforced it. 
But, as my practice of Yoga grew deeper and became more resonant, the materiality of my body began to speak palpably and 
sensitively, and I began to gain the courage to doubt and suspect many a received truth.  Sir, the way I understood him, gave me 
the courage, the licence and the freedom to doubt, and hence, enquire.  I have stopped talking of things that I don’t know. God 
to me, in its final analysis, is an assumption, no matter how grand or lofty. But my ever-distilling sensitivity has become my 
abiding truth.  My practice today is process-driven, as opposed to an external ideal or even the notion of perfection, be it 
physical or moral.  My ideal today, lies within my body.  What Sir thereby gave me, and I am sure to so many of us, was the gift of 
a “material” spirituality, one that can be distilled through the materiality of the word, as the body. 


As a concluding note, I want to say that it is no coincidence that of all of Krishnamacharya’s students, and all other Yoga teachers 
and Guru-s, he alone was the one who voted for one-on-one classes.  It was a radical choice given the direction that Yoga was 
going in his day.  By committing to teaching only one-on-one, he highlighted and preserved the self-regulatory principle of 
practice.  And by doing so, placed the individual at the heart of his/her practice, ushering us not only unto autonomy but also into 
recognising, honing and appreciating a process of an ever-growing sensitivity, a sensitivity that constitutes my “being” (a 
conglomerate of “body, mind, breath and something more”) at a very core level. By not imposing, not making any assumptions, 
not posturing or patronising, being genuinely respectful, and not pitching me against an external ideal or goal, he allowed me to 
self-explore, self-gauge and slip deeper into an ever-revealing practice, and recognise that Yoga is not a self-perfecting practice 
based upon “belief” in an external ideal, but one that is subtly self-distilling and holds the promise of ever-deepening sensitivity, 
Sukha and clarity.      
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ŚRADDHĀ IN THE YOGASŪTRA 
ŚRĪ TKV DESIKACHAR 

Śraddhā is essential for progress, 
whether in Yoga or any other endeavour. 
It is a feeling that cannot be expressed 
or intellectually discussed. It, however, is 
a feeling that is not always uncovered in 
every person. When absent or weak, it is 
evident through the lack of stability and 
focus in a person. Where present and 
strong, it is evident through the 
c o m m i t m e n t , p e r s e v e r a n c e a n d 
enthusiasm the person exhibits. For 
such a person, life is meaningful.   

Śrī T.K.V. Desikachar talks on Śraddhā in 
the light of the Yogasūtra and answers 
the questions of his students. This article 
is reproduced from the archives of KYM-
Darśanam, Vol.4-No.2, August, 1995. 

The Yogasūtra of Patañjali deals with the 
mind. It examines the different functions of 
the mind and provides means to modify 
these functions so that it serves the person 
in a very constructive way.


The means by which certain qualitative 
changes in the mind are brought about is 
called Sādhana. There is also the possibility 
that certain individuals may develop such a 
mind without effort. That is, the qualities are 
inherent in that individual and mature on 
their own to manifest one day in the form of 
some extraordinary capacities. However, 
such persons are few. For the rest of us, 
the same changes are possible, but it is a 
question of time and practice. The end 
result is the same, it is only the time taken 
to achieve it that will differ.


Patañjali calls the first way, where the 
change occurs without effort, Bhava-
pratyaya and the second way, the Upāya-
pratyaya. Upāya is to go near, by following  


the instructions of the teacher. Śraddhā 
is the fundamental Upāya.


In this context, Śraddhā is conviction - 
the strong conviction that one will be 
helped by following the means specified. 
When there is Śraddhā, the person is not 
disappointed on failing to get immediate 
benefits. He is sure that it is only a 
question of time and so the failures on 
the path do not reduce his enthusiasm 
or his efforts. On the contrary, where the 
Śraddhā is total, the person doubles his 
efforts and tries again. When difficulties 
arise, it is Śraddhā which provides the 
energy to pursue. The energy or Vīrya, as 
it is called in Yogasūtra, comes from 
within and has Śraddhā as its source.


Vyāsā in his commentary to the 
Yogasūtra says that Śraddhā is like the 
mother. Śraddhā will protect the person 
who has it, just as the mother protects 
her child. It will ensure that the person 
does not go astray. As long as the 
mother is near, the child is safe. 


Quite often, in life, we are in situations 
where we think we are acting in the right 
manner but this is actually not so. So we 
need something to protect us. It is 
Śraddhā that will protect. Through 
Śraddhā we get the Vīrya to pursue to 
the end, and if we hold firm to this 
Śraddhā, we always have the Smṛti, the 
memory of our original goal. This is very 
important, as with progress on the path 
to the goal, we get distracted by or 
satisfied with some of the gains made 
that were previously not within our 
capacity. It is through Śraddhā that we 
have the Smṛti, the memory of the 
original goal, that prevents us from being 
satisfied with analysing less than what 
we started out for. The importance of the 
role of Smṛti can be seen from the fact 
that Patañjali has devoted an entire 
chapter to the various powers, called 
Siddhi–s in the Yogasūtra, that can be 
acquired on the way to the goal. These 
can divert the person from the original 
goal, namely, freedom from repeated 
Duḥkha.
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Śraddhā vīrya smṛti samādhiprajña purvaka 
itareṣam (I.20) is the Sūtra on Śraddhā.


Śraddhā leads to Vīrya. If with the Vīrya, 
there is also the Smṛti, then Samādhi is only 
a matter of time.


Patañjali also discusses the different levels 
of Śraddhā in, 


tīvrasamvegaṇam āsannah (I.21)

mṛdu madhya adhimatravat tato’pi viśeṣaḥ 
(I.22) 


The level of Śraddhā in every person is not 
the same. In the case of a person who has 
very strong Śraddhā, Tīvra-Śraddhā, very 
little time is lost in the progress to the goal. 
In cases where the Śraddhā is moderate, 
weak or lacking, the hurdles are more 
difficult to surmount and the goal will be 
correspondingly difficult to reach.


Sometimes, the Śraddhā is there, but 
circumstances prevent the person from 
p u r s u i n g t h e c h o s e n l i n e . T h e 
responsibilities of caring for a family may 
prevent a person from devoting more time 
to the study of Yoga or any other subject. It 
is important to know that Śraddhā is not 
measured by the time spent. It is the quality 
of time spent that is important.


Is it a part of the mind? No. It is 
beyond the mind. It is Śraddhā which 
instructs the mind. It comes from the 
hidden depths of the Samskāra-s 
(conditioning) and Vāsana-s (traces of 
action left in our system, which will 
lead to corresponding Samskāra-s) to 
inf luence one’s act ions. In the 
Ānandavalli of the Taittirīya Upaniṣad, 
Puruṣa is described as having five 
aspects: Annamaya , Prāṇāmaya, 
M a n o m a y a , V i j ñ a n a m a y a , a n d 
Ānandamaya. In this order, at a higher 
level than the mind is the Vijñanamaya. 
Ś r a d d hā i s t h e c ro w n o f t h e 
Vijñanamaya. It can even be said to be 
of the same nature as Puruṣa.


I n t h e Y o g a v a l l ī , Ś r ī T 
Krishnamacharya’s commentary on 
the Yogasūtra, Śraddhā has been seen 
in a different, very interesting way. In 
it, he has said that Śraddhā is a 
symbol for a special meditation and he 
calls this meditation, “Ahaṁ-graha-
upasana.” ‘Ahaṁ’ is the ‘I ‘Graha’ is 
‘to grasp’ and ‘Upāsana’ is ‘to stay 
near.’ When a person wants to grasp 
the true nature of the ‘I,’ is called, 
“Ahaṁ-graha-upāsana.” 


Ahaṁ is the true identity of each one of 
us, which is never affected by all the 
errors in life and the defects we are 
exposed to. It is pure and free from 
influence. Now, if a person can touch 
this, nothing can happen to him. So, 
when a person begins this meditation, 
“Ahaṁ-graha-upāsana,” he will gradually 
move away from the defects of his 
system and reach that which is pure and 
free from defects. Such a person will 
e x p e r i e n c e Ān a n d a a n d w i l l b e 
untouched by all other experiences. So, 
my father, using the Upaniṣad-s has 
presented Śraddhā to be a type of 
meditation, where a person tries to find 
his centre, the Ahaṁ.


He has also said that this meditation is 
very difficult, especially in modern times. 
A simpler solution is required and this is 
offered by Patañjali in the Sūtra, following 
those on Śraddhā.


Iśvara praṇidhānādvā (I.23)


Instead of meditating on the ‘I,’ have faith 
in Iśvara and offer everything you do to 
Him. Have Śraddhā in Iśvara. Then, 
nothing the person does will affect him, 
as he does nothing for himself, and he 
even sees Iśvara as doer of all his 
actions.


Is Śraddhā in the chosen direction 
arrived at through reason? 

There must be logic, but more than logic, 
there must be feeling. This feeling is 
difficult to explain. The feeling is for an 
idea, an activity or a person. Through it, 
the person is convinced that he can 
count on this and he follows the direction 
it leads him in, with enthusiasm. In 
ancient days, Śraddhā was the basis for 
marriage and the choice of the partner. 
There is a risk involved, as there is in 
every decision we take. But the greater 
the Śraddhā, the less the risk.


So, I would not equate Śraddhā to logic. 
Logic may be a part of the decision 
making process but it is not Śraddhā.
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Śraddhā is a feeling that, “this is the best 
for me.” This feeling may develop in a 
person at any time and may even result in 
a total change of direction.


[This is] something like my decision to 
learn under my father. Till that time, I had 
never shown any interest in learning from 
him. I was not interested in religion, 
rituals or Indian philosophy and culture. I 
was trained as an engineer and had a 
successful career ahead of me. But, one 
day I saw something which opened my 
eyes to the fact that he possessed some 
extraordinary capabilities and I was 
inspired to learn under him.


There is this incident you are aware of 
- of a foreigner who came to India, 
studied Vaiṣṇavism and even became 
a Vaiṣṇavite, adopting all its practices 
faithfully. But, a few years later, he 
gave it up to follow another Indian 
tradition. Is there a flaw in this or is it 
necessary to go deep into a chosen 
direction before knowing that it is not 
appropriate for oneself? 

Here, we are talking about somebody 
seeking something, without knowing 
what he is seeking. And also seeking 
without examining his own roots. Today 
in the west, they reject their roots. They 
have their reasons for doing so. At the 
same time, they feel that they cannot be 
nothing. They need some spiritual 
support and so they come to the east. 
They are attracted to one of the many 
traditions they see. There is raga here. 
This is not Śraddhā. When the mind is 
unstable and dominated by Rāga and 
Dveṣā, it will follow that which attracts it, 
till something else comes along that 
seems, now, more attractive. There is an 
old saying, 


avyavasthita cittānāṁ prasādo’pi 
bhayaṅkaraḥ 

This means that for persons of unstable 
mind. even the presence of God can be 
disturbing. 


I had said that Śraddhā is a feeling. But 
this feeling should not be based on 
excitement but on Prasanna, a feeling of 
calmness and tranquility.


Does the absence of progress 
necessarily indicate absence of 
Śraddhā? 

Yes. As J. Krishnamurti would say, “If the 
person is hungry he will find the food. If 
he has not found the food it is because 
he is not hungry enough.” Śraddhā is the 
source of motivation. If a person has not 
progressed in what he or she has set out 
to do, it means that the motivation is 
weak and that the Śraddhā behind the 
motivation is weak.


The Yogasūtra is about the mind. 
Śraddhā is something more than the 
mind. What is the effect of Śraddhā 
on the mind?  

The greater the Śraddhā, the more stable 
the mind.


Śraddhā brings about automatically, a 
state of mind which remains steady even 
when provoked strongly. So, if I want to 
have a state of mind called Yoga, all that 
is required is Śraddhā.


To reach the Yoga state of Citta-vṛtti-
nirodha, we are either born with a mind 
that on its own, without the person’s 
effort, evolves to this state. Or, we follow 
the Upāya-pratyayā, where the person 
consciously makes the effort and follows 
certain practices. The first step of this 
process is Śraddhā. Anything that 
strengthens the Śraddhā -  the 
association with the teacher, the 
environment - will assure progress in 
yoga. And anything that weakens the 
Śraddhā -  Rāga (excessive desire), 
Dveśa (revulsion) or Abhiniveśa (fear) - will 
take one away from Citta-vṛtti-nirodha. 
There is a common enough situation 
where a person wants to learn and goes 
to a teacher. Upset by the moods or 
occasional odd behaviour of the teacher, 

he loses interest in the learning and goes 
away. Here the Śraddhā to learn is weak 
and is further weakened by his inability to 
distinguish between the person and his 
teaching. Ancient masters would 
therefore test a student’s Śraddhā by 
putting obstacles in the path; being 
indifferent to their aspirations and 
assigning them work far removed from 
what they had come to learn. Once sure 
of the Śraddhā they would begin the 
teaching. For, without it, no progress can 
be made.


When a person begins to do 
something with Śraddhā, with 
conviction, why does this very often 
dissipate? 

Because Śraddhā influences the mind 
from within. But, the mind has also to 
continually interact with the external. In 
the course of these interactions, the mind 
will often come in contact with situations 
that evoke other responses that are 
contrary to the original conviction. When 
the Śraddhā, conviction, is not strong 
enough, the mind will follow the contrary 
responses. Over time, the original 
conviction may even be forgotten.


A person may want to keep his voice in 
good shape and for this reason, decide to 
stop having ice-cream. He may even 
faithfully follow this for a while. Then, 
somebody brings home a carton of a new 
ice-cream recently introduced, of a 
quality never eaten in India before. His 
interest is aroused and he finds many 
reasons why ice-cream can be had: ‘the 
friend had gone through so much 
difficulty to get it for me,’ it is a special 
occasion and the whole atmosphere of 
the occasion will be spoilt if I refuse,’ I will 
just sample it once to know what it’s like’ 
and so on. The voice is forgotten, and the 
person eats the ice-cream, thereby 
strengthening the contrary response and 
weakening the Śraddhā. The Yogasūtra 
gives many techniques to discipline the 
mind. But Śraddhā is something other 
than the mind. 
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How does Yoga help one develop Śraddhā? 

I would like to place the horse and the cart in the right order. 
Śraddhā will give life to all the means that are in the Yogasūtra. 
The greater the Śraddhā, the more meaning there is in the 
techniques such as Āsana, Prāṇāyāma, Dhyānam, Bhāvana 
and all the others. Without Śraddhā, these techniques have 
little effect on the state of the mind and the progress to Citta-
vṛtti-nirodha. However, sometimes some minor benefits that 
we get through Āsana or Prāṇāyāma practice, open up 
Śraddhā with in us. Śraddhā is within each of us, but is 
covered. It could be any experience that uncovers it. 


Once it is there, Śraddhā can be strengthened by seeing for 
oneself the benefits of practice or by the validation of the 
teacher’s words through one’s own experience. When my 
father would tell me that a particular Prāṇāyāma would slow 
my pulse or that another would quicken it, I would practice and 
find that my pulse actually became slower or faster. This 
strengthened my conviction that he was an authentic teacher 
and knew what he was talking about.


T.Krishnamacharya has also interpreted Śraddhā to be 
Ahaṁ-graha-upāsana, meditation on the true nature of 
the ‘I.’ Can Smṛti [in the Sūtra] be the memory of the 
true ‘I,’ the Ahaṁ that Śrī  T. Krishnamacharya refers 
to?  

Here, I would consider that Smṛti to be the Smṛti of the 
Upadeśa (instruction from the teacher).


Let us consider the case of a person who wants to have the 
Upāsana of the Ahaṁ. He has no experience of the Ahaṁ. It is 
beyond the mind. At the same time, he wants to make a 
beginning. What should he do?


He goes to a master, who will give him a procedure 
appropriate to him. The master will tell him where to start and 
what to do. He will begin with things that the person is familiar 
with and has some understanding of. Slowly, step-by-step, the 
master will lead him to deeper and deeper levels of 
understanding of himself, till finally he has the contact with the 
true I.


A beautiful example of this progression is found in the 
Bhṛguvalli of the Taittirīya Upaniṣad, where in answer to the 
student’s question of “Who am I,” the master initiates the 
student on the meditation, “Ahaṁ Annam,” “I am food.” The 
student meditates and finds that this is not the whole truth. He 
is then asked to meditate on, “Ahaṁ Prāṇam,” “I am breath.” 
He meditates and finds that this too is not entirely true. He is 

led to meditate on more and more subtle aspects of the Self till 
he finally realises the truth.


At each stage, the student meditates on what the master has 
instructed him in. The Smṛti must therefore be the Smṛti of the 
Upadeśa. It cannot be the Smṛti of the Ahaṁ. The person is 
initially too far removed from the Ahaṁ and meditation on it will 
only be on what he imagines the Ahaṁ to be. What he 
imagines may have nothing to do with the true Ahaṁ and so 
could have negative consequences.


The Svadharma of the mother is to look after her children. 
And she does this with Śraddhā, a deep instinct to love 
and protect. Can we, therefore, say that Śraddhā will tell us 
where our Svadharma lies? 

There is a mutuality in the relationship between Svadharma 
(one’s own duty) and Śraddhā. Each influences the other. 
When a person is clear about his Svadharma and acts 
accordingly, his Śraddhā is strengthened. On the other hand, 
Śraddhā will reveal one’s Svadharma.
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SOME THOUGHTS ON ŚRADDHĀ 
ŚRĪ TKV DESIKACHAR 

Presented here are select excerpts 
from a series of recordings made 
by Śrī TKV Desikachar, as part of 
an unpublished work titled, “The 
Unknown TK.” These recordings 
were made in 2008. The recordings 
were made with the purpose of 
being published as a series of Sir’s 
recollections of his father, which 
unfortunately did not materialise. 
KYM is happy to present here 
these two excerpts which focus on 
Śrī TKV Desikachar’s experience of 
his father’s Sraddha and also Śrī T 
Krishnamacharya’s views on the 
possibility of Sraddha in the 21st 
century.  

(Pics: Archival photos of Śrī T 
Krishnamacharya) 

ŚRĀDDHA DONE WITH ŚRADDHĀ 

In our tradition, it is customary to honour 
our ancestors by performing certain 
rituals every year on the anniversary of 
their demise.   When my father performed 
this ritual, known as “Śrāddha” for his 
parents, he would do so with complete 
Śraddhā (faith) and diligence. On the night 
before his mother’s anniversary, the 
priests would perform a ritual called 
“Udakaśanti.” My father would fast till this 
was completed. The next morning, my 
father would do “Sandhyāvandanam,” the 
sun salutation ritual.  He would not even 
drink water. At 7.00 am, my father and 
others would recite chants from Taittirīya 
Āraṇyaka and Taittirīya Saṁhitā. After this, 
he would make offerings for his mother’s 
soul. The priests would do laborious 
rituals – starting from 7.00 am  and 
continuing up to 10.00 am. All this was 
done with the faith that my late 
grandmother had really arrived there, 
albeit in a subtle form unseen by human 
eyes. 


Food cooked by my mother, was offered 
to her with great respect. While making 
the offering, my father would chant 
“Sahavai devanam…” and other chants. 
The Śrāddha was done at midday, the 
time it should be done. “Saṁbhāvana” 
or the offerings given to the priests 
involved was made and chants duly 
recited. At 3.00 pm, after making 
offerings to the cow and others, we 
were supposed to eat the leftover food. 
My father would not eat before 3.00 pm. 
He had so much of self-control. No food 
was eaten in the night. The whole 
concept of Śrāddha is a procedure done 
with Śraddhā. As long as he was able 
to, my father followed this strict 
discipline. During the rituals, we were 
not allowed to enter the house. There 
had to be total sanctity. The person who 
symbolically represented the ancestor in 
question was always honoured and 
respected, whatever his stature and 
physical condition. My father would 
wash his feet with reverence and eat the 
food he had offered him even if that was 
not his daily diet. The next day, he 
would do some special practice and 
Pranayama so that  the benefits of 
doing this ritual were sustained. 
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YOGAVALLĪ  

In 1963, I was learning Yogasūtra from my father. He skipped the Sutra,“Īśvara-praṇidhāṇādva” during the 1st reading of 
Yogasūtra.  After this, I studied Vyāsā’s commentary on Yogasūtra with my father. This was my second reading of Yogasūtra. The 
commentary was taught with the concept of ‘Īśvara.’ The third time I studied Yogasūtra, it was with all commentaries because I 
needed some clarifications. Śaṅkara’s Vivaraṇa was also quoted.  In 1983, I asked my father to write his own explanations of 
Yogasūtra.  


According to him, in today’s context, Abhyāsa and Vairāgya are not easily possible. Even “Śraddhā” is not easy to develop. He 
felt that the possibility of “Citta-vṛtti-nirodha” is only through “Iśvara - total surrender to “Iśvara.” He quoted the Amarakosa – only 
through “Īśvara-praṇidhānā (‘va’ which is understood as ‘or’ is presented here as ‘eva’ (only), is “Citta-vrtti-nirodha” possible – as 
his reference. While talking about Iśvara,” he introduced the concept of “Iśvarī,” the divine feminine equivalent of the masculine 
“Īśvara” or God.  [He felt that] always “Īśvara” implies Īśvara and Īśvarī. They were never disconnected – for instance, Viṣṇu and 
Lakṣmī, Śiva and Pārvatī and so on. With a firm faith in this divine couple, my father felt that all obstacles become insignificant 
and there is a good chance of achieving “Citta-vṛtti-nirodha.” Throughout his commentary on the Yogasūtra, my father 
emphasised Īśvara-praṇidhāṇā.


The object of meditation, according to him, should not be just anything. It should always be God. As for the form of God, he said 
that one can create a particular form  and sanctify it by doing some “Upacārās” or rituals and  thereafter, worship Īśvara. By doing 
this, one would experience “peace.” This was my father’s personal opinion. He practiced what he preached. Every day of his life, 
he never failed to perform his Āradhana, or worship. This was his personal experience of his God, “Nārāyaṇa.”


Darśanam | June 2018	 �33

A quarterly journal on Yoga and Yoga-cikitsā from Krishnamacharya Yoga Mandiram 

JUNE, 2018Vol 1, No. 1 DARŚANAM



FAITH IN THE MODERN WORLD 
ŚRĪ TKV DESIKACHAR 

I myself have had to address this question 
in my own life. As a student of science and 
applied science, my approach was to 
question everything. If something could not 
be established by reason, if would not 
have any meaning for me. I would accept 
only those things that could be explained 
scientifically. Everything else, I would 
consider senseless. Today I would 
consider this approach nonsense. But, it 
was with this attitude that I began my own 
search with my teacher. I told him that I 
was not going to believe what he said, 
even if it was about God, unless he could 
explain it to my satisfaction. I was also 
influenced in this approach by some great 
thinkers whom I was lucky to be 
associated with.


Though the basis for the thinking of the 
majority of the philosophers in India is faith 
in God, we do have teachers who question 
this. They question God, blind faith and the 
teacher. This is not new. Such thinkers 
existed even in ancient times. One of our 
most anc ient ph i losoph ies is the 
p h i l o s o p h y o f C ā r u v ā k a , w h o s e 
fundamental idea is not to believe what 
one cannot see. It says that there is no life 
after death and that there has been nothing 
before. What one sees and experiences is 
the only truth.


One great teacher I was lucky to be 
associated with, when still young, was 
J.Krishnamurti. He was a teacher to many 
all over the world, though he himself would 
say that there is no teacher or God. He 
said that the only truth is that which one 
discovers within oneself. So, with my 
rational vent of mind and influenced by 
J.Krishnamurti, I began my studies with my 
father in Indian traditions and teachings.


I slowly began to discover that there 
existed many things which could not be 
explained by reason or logic. There were 
many things that I actually saw my father 
achieve, that defied reason. I recall how 
when treating some patients he would give 
some special medicine. And what was this 
medicine? It was the ash of the burnt 
charcoal and firewood that had been used
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In today’s world, the authority of 
tradition, religious institutions or elders 
is questioned and not accepted unless 
proven to the satisfaction of the 
individual. 

However, when a person turns to 
someone or something with an attitude 
of respect and with the conviction that 
through this something good will 
happen, extraordinary results are 
achieved. This is especially so in 
moments of crisis. 

T.K.V.Desikachar, here, presents an 
understanding of faith that the modern 
mind can accept and more importantly, 
that the modern mind needs. This talk 
was given at Nantes, France in April 
1995 when he visited Europe for a 
series of lectures and workshops there. 

I am very pleased that the subject of faith 
in the modern world has attracted so 
much interest. I would like to develop this 
idea in the following way. In the Indian 
tradition, even today, near the beginning 
of the 21st century, faith is very alive and 
is even taken for granted. In India, 
anywhere in India, people still believe in 
temples and teachers. Further, in our 
families there is enormous respect for the 
parents. Even though we are exposed, 
more than ever, to the west, this faith 
continues. It is an amazing situation 
because, on the one hand, we have learnt 
to question many things, and on the other, 
we continue to live as in the past. Our 
traditions are alive, our masters respected 
and revered and our temples, churches 
and mosques full. It is almost like our 
country has not changed at all. But, this is 
in India and India is only a small part of 
this great world.


So the question before us, the place of 
faith in the modern world, is a very 
significant question.
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in the kitchen. I would see him collect this 
ash, package it and give it to his patients. 
And these people who received this 
medicine, the ash which to my mind was 
worth nothing, would come back and 
thank my father saying that they were 
healthier now, finally pregnant or cured of 
their chronic problem. Ash has no medical 
properties and if I were to give the same 
ash, perhaps nothing would happen. 
Through instances like these, I began to 
accept that there are things that exist and 
happen that cannot be adequately 
explained by reason. This unknown factor, 
cal led faith, responsible for these 
happenings, is not unique to India and its 
people. Even in France, Germany and 
USA, similar things happen which are 
beyond our capacities of reason.


I had spoken earlier of Krishnamurti, who 
taught that there is nothing like a teacher 
or God. Now, some people believed that 
he had a power, a healing power. He never 
claimed this. In all the years that I knew 
him, I never ever heard him refer to any 
such ability. One day, when I went to meet 
Krishnamurti, as I was entering his home I 
noticed a person in a wheelchair coming 
behind me up to the door. He was being 
pushed in a wheelchair and I noticed this 
casually while walking to the house. 
Krishnamurti was, as usual, waiting 
outside to receive me. We went in and I 
forgot about this person. Three days later, 
the same person in the wheelchair came 
to me and said ‘Thank you very much.” He 
raised his hand and said, “Three days ago 
I could not raise my hand and today I am 
able to do so.” I said, “But I did nothing.” 
He said, “It is not you, but because of you 
I could see Krishnamurti, when he was 
waiting to receive you. Our eyes met, 
something happened in my system and 
today I can move hand.” I narrated this to 
Krishnamurti and he insisted that what 
happened was not because of him. But, 
the person in the wheelchair believed in 
this power of Krishnamurti and was almost 
miraculously helped.


Bernard had brought a group of teachers 
to Madras a couple of months ago and 
one of them narrated another interesting 

incident. Her grandson had set out to 
cross the English Channel on a raft. It was 
a bad day, very foggy and the sea was 
rough. With no communication from him, 
the family got worried. In that fog, the boy 
would not be able to see what was ahead 
and the sea was very rough. Sitting in 
France, they felt helpless and wanted to 
do someth ing . The who le fam i l y 
assembled together and decided to pray. 
They prayed together and after this they 
felt better. They felt that their boy would be 
saved. Days later when the boy came out, 
they asked him how he had managed. In 
the midst of that fog, he had the faith that 
something would save him. He became 
aware of his breath and was convinced 
that as long as he had his breath and was 
aware of it, he was safe.


How did he suddenly recognise this and 
how did the family in France turn to 
prayer? It looks like when there is a crisis 
and we have tried all the known solutions 
without any of them working, we turn to 
something else which is actually within. 
This helps give courage, strength and tap 
a hidden resource, through which the 
crisis is solved.


This is being accepted by medical science 
which examines very rigorously before 
accepting anything. This has come about 
through the work of Dr. Herbert Benson 
who calls it the “faith factor.” Very simply, 
the idea is that when a thing is done with 
the conviction that it will work, it will work 
better. This is true for all activity whether 
jogging, swimming, taking medicine or 
doing some breathing exercise. Whatever 
benefit is to be got from the activity, will be 
got much more effectively. Dr. Benson 
developed this idea after visiting the Dalai 
Lama’s camp in India. There, there are still 
people who practice the ancient Buddhist 
techniques. These techniques produce 
certain phenomena which are unusual for 
a medical person. For example, through 
certain practices they are able to increase 
the temperature of the body, to be precise 
in specific parts of the body. Thereby, they 
can withstand extreme cold. These monks 
have no knowledge of modern physiology. 
These and other phenomena occur 

through the use of techniques that have 
been handed down through the centuries 
and which are faithfully applied.


It seems that, to whatever the technique 
being used, if we add something of 
ourselves from within, things change. So, 
whatever may be the changes in the 
traditions of the world, what is within us 
remains the same. Nothing can change 
this and nothing can take it away from us. 
It is there for use in any activity we choose 
to pursue, thereby enhancing the quality of 
the action.


There is one more thing. As long as we 
believe, there is hope. In moments of 
crisis, when all seems lost, if we choose to 
believe, hope appears again. And hope is 
a very positive energy. In an interview with 
the Dalai Lama, he told us that faith must 
always be backed by reason. Otherwise, it 
is blind faith. However, he said that there 
are difficult situations where, though not 
logical, faith is necessary, because faith 
gives hope and hope gives energy and 
through this, the person tries again. And 
who knows, when he tries again, he may 
make it.


To illustrate this, he gave the example of a 
man dying of hunger and far away from 
any village. He has given up hope and his 
life is slipping away. It is the duty of 
anyone with him to convince him that food 
is on its way and to just wait a little longer. 
This may not be true but I can give hope 
and therefore energy, and then who 
knows, he may take a few steps towards a 
stream to quench his thirst.


In conclusion, I would like to emphasise 
that I have not stated that one should have 
faith in any one particular thing. Rather, 
faith is something within us, which we 
draw on when doing any activity, thereby 
enhancing the quality of our action and its 
benefits. It is particularly important to draw 
on this in difficulties, as it will provide the 
energy to renew our efforts. If we do not 
think of the positive in the most difficult 
situations, we panic. And once we panic 
we are lost.
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DARŚANAM

Th is segment fea tu res 

questions on Yoga raised by 

v a r i o u s r e a d e r s o f 

Darśanam, when it was 

being published in the early 
90’s. Over 23 years have 

gone by since Darśanam 

was last published, but our 

questions haven’t changed. 

Ś r ī T K V D e s i k a c h a r ’s 

answers, given in his own 
inimitable style, are no less 

relevant either. Some of 

t h e s e q u e s t i o n s a n d 

a n s w e r s h a v e b e e n 

reproduced here. Names of 
p e o p l e a s k i n g t h e s e 

q u e s t i o n s h a v e b e e n 

intentionally withheld. 

QUESTIONS ON YOGA ANSWERED BY  
ŚRĪ TKV DESIKACHAR  

I have been learning Yoga regularly 
through a Guru, but I am unable to give 
up smoking. However, my body is 
flexible and I am able to do all the 
Āsana-s that he teaches me. I am 
decreasing the number of cigarettes 
that I smoke. What are the Āsana-s that 
can help me to completely give up 
smoking? 

There are no specific Āsana-s to give up 
smoking. The fact that you can do the Āsana-s 
very easily since you are flexible shows that the 
Āsana-s have not had much impact on you. 
There has not been sufficient mental 
involvement.


If we are used to something, we can give it 
up if something else is very important for us. 
For example, some people who used to drink 
before going to bed, have found that it was 
no longer a pleasure to do so after they 
started their Yoga practice. Secondly, they 
found that they would get sleep even without 
the drink. The Yoga practice must either 
change the system or offer a challenge. Here 
- neither seems to have happened. But the 
good news is that you are slowly giving up 
cigarettes.


As a general policy - today, we do NOT 
advice people, to give up cigarettes or 
anything, unless it is absolutely clear to us 
that it is not in the interest of their immediate 
health. We do suggest some marginal 
disciplines - but not as a pre-condition. 
Because, if a person can give up something 
so easily, probably we teachers have no role! 
If they cannot give up easily - our saying it, is 
not going to be very effective. So we say - 
carry on - BUT - do this also (i.e. practice 
Yoga). Yoga is like a catalyst. How this 
catalyst brings about changes, will depend 

upon the person (on which the catalyst acts) 
and also the teaching.


I have a recollection to share with you in this 
context. My father was sometimes very strict 
and he used to speak out sternly against 
certain things. One of his students always 
started his day with horse riding. My father 
said that this does not go with Yoga and that 
he should give up riding. The student was in 
a predicament - he had very great respect for 
my father. But, he could not give up his 
riding. He could not appear before him and 
tell a lie. So, he quietly gave up Yoga! I came 
to know of this by accident - when this man 
came to me for help with some problem 
recently.


In the older days - during my father’s life - 
perhaps the situation might have been 
different. Now, the mountain has to go to 
Mohammed if necessary!


Is Yoga a complete system of health 
care by itself? 

Can we ‘manage’ al l types of health 
problems through yoga? It depends on what 
we understand by “managing” a health 
problem. Is it the ability to withstand 
suffering? This can be one understanding of 
yoga. One of the definitions of yoga is 
“ D u ḥ k h a s a m y o g a v i y o g a ḥ 
yogaḥ” (Bhagavadgīta). If one suffers, but if 
we are able to withstand suffering and not be 
attached to it - that state is called as Yoga. If 
‘managing’ means the ability to withstand 
suffering - perhaps Yoga is an ideal system. If 
on the other hand, we mean a method by 
which we can solve all our problems from 
various sources, then the answer is, “No.” 
How can somebody who has cancer expect 
miracles through Yoga? What does one do 
with typhoid - one has to take medicine.
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Yoga consists of Āsana, Prāṅāyāma, devotion and 
disciplines. These can help a person to face health problems 
and deal with them better. But, it will be improper to say that 
through Yoga we can get rid of all diseases.


Generally, Yoga has been identified as one of the many 
methods of physical fitness programmes, like 
gymnastics, jogging, aerobics etc. Unfortunately a 
plethora of literature on this subject, available in the 
market, aid only in strengthening this idea. What is your 
opinion? 

It is true that many texts and books on this subject, talk only 
about physical fitness. But there are also a lot of other texts 
available today in the market, dealing with the philosophical 
aspects of Yoga. One of the most popular books on Yoga is 
Svāmi Vivekananda's Rāja Yoga. It is very popular all over the 
world, even in Russia.


As far as the impression these types of books give about yoga 
is concerned, it is sad - because Yoga is ultimately concerned 
with mind. That Yoga is concerned only with the body, is a 
wrong impression. You cannot deny that in Yoga there is an 
emphasis on a healthy body. It is just the first step, it is not the 
goal. Even though most people come to the Mandiram only for 
their bodily requirements, many of them feel that there is more 
to Yoga than the body. Here (at KYM), what we do as Yoga, is 
not mere physical exercises, we also incorporate breathing and 
chanting. The results are beyond our own expectations and 
surely more than what mere physical exercises can achieve.


But, physical fitness should not be taken lightly. For our 
forefathers, the lifestyle by itself was contributing to physical 
fitness. Our Śāstra-s have said, “Śarīramādhyaṁ khalu dharma 
sādhanam” - i.e. the body must be kept fit since it is the 
instrument for the performance of our duties. I remember how 
my father used to carry bundles of firewood or fodder on his 
head, he himself would cut firewood using the axe, he would 
bring water from the well to the plants, he would walk with the 
cows to the farms. The very necessity of life, the very fact of 
their way of living was fulfilling the role of a physical culture and 
fitness programme.


Today, the same type of people like my father are using cars, 
motorcycles, planes etc., We have the toilet right in our 
bedrooms; ‘Āhnika Ratna’ says that one has to leave the house, 
walk a long distance, go to the forest and find certain places to 
take care of the ablutions. Today, you have it [the toilet] near the 
bed. So what we are doing through Yoga is to make people 
move the body. Probably, Yoga is trying to balance these 
deficiencies. At the same time, we don't give an impression that 
the muscle is the final thing of the body.


At the other extreme, there is an indifference to the need for 
physical culture. There are great saints, but they are so sick. 
They depend on artificial heart, artificial respiration just to give 
their lectures. When they talk, they cough so badly. This 
situation is not fair. Throughout their life, they live on artificial 
means. So, there must be a balance. The body should not give 
us problems - we must take care of the body. So Āsana-s have 
a limited, but definite role. There is also something more.


Śankarāchārya and many of those earlier Ācarya-s were doing 
certain rituals for which they had to sit in Padmāsana and do 
Prāṇāyāma and Ācamanam and all that. Look at the postures of 
those rituals. Today, how many people can do Ācamanam 
properly? See how many places Nāthamuni or Rāmānuja, 
visited! There were no vehicles, they had to walk long 
distances. They were not only walkers but also navigators. 
Definitely health was not one of their problems, they were very 
healthy.


Some modem fitness programmes like “aerobics” 
seem to aim at raising the heart and pulse rate to a 
very high level while Yoga seems to aim for the 
opposite. Please comment. 

It is true that many fitness programmes are talking about 
aerobics. It is even considered that raising the heart beat to a 
particular level is one of the best ways of keeping the heart fit. 
As far as a Yoga programme is concerned, we can make it 
aerobic, anaerobic - in any way that we plan. It is a question of 
how we use it. For example, if I do Vinyāsa-krama, with 
retention of the breath it becomes an aerobic programme.


It is a question of how we use the different postures and how 
we use breathing. With Bāhya Kumbakham, (i.e. holding the 
breath after exhalation), if we do ten “Vinyāsa-s”, what will 
happen? The heart beat rate has to go up. However, my father 
always insisted that our heart beat/pulse rate should be lower, 
stronger and more regular at the end of the Yoga practice. This 
to him was the indication that the practice was satisfactory.


In 1969, one of my friends read the book by Dr. Cooper of USA 
on aerobics. He was very impressed. He did not think that Yoga 
programme was as good for fitness as aerobics. Once he said, 
“Your body is very flexible. Like monkeys you also stand on the 
head. However, I do not think that you can run as we do.” I said 
“I don't know. I have to try.” Then I asked him, “Tell me, how 
can you know that this programme of Yoga is not as effective 
as your aerobics?” Then, I also read that book; it said that if 
you run so many kilometres in so many minutes, then you are 
doing well. I said, “Let me try.” So my friend Craig (who is a 
doctor now in California), his wife and I went to the Loyola 
College, Madras.
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We ran. I had never run after I left my college in Mysore in the 1960s. I ran and the grading we got was excellent. My pulse 
rate was also very good. So, I then discovered, that a person who is doing regular Āsana and Prāṇāyāma practice has a 
very good heart condition.


That is what my father always used to say. If a person does Āsana and proper breathing and Prāṇāyāma, his heart cannot 
fail. So, this is my answer to the question. I must say that my father never wanted persons to do exercises which will 
increase the heart rate. He always felt, it is bad. If the heart beat increases, he would immediately say - “Stop, rest.” He 
used to say that when there is gasping, “You must rest.” One must rest because the length of the breath in an Āsana is a 
measure of a person’s vitality. If a person does Bhujaṅgāsana four times and he gasps, that means he has a weak system. 
If he can do it twelve times and still breathe well, that means he is stronger. If he can stay in a posture like Bhujaṅgāsana 
and do deep breathing of five seconds inhale and five seconds exhale etc., naturally he is stronger.
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