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PREFACE

I WAS A YOUNG BOY when my father studied with Krishnamacharya. I viewed Krishnamacharya with considerable awe, though he was always approachable and encouraging on the occasions I was in his presence. My memories of him are sweetened, perhaps, by his giving me sweetened almonds when I would see him!

This book is narrated from the perspective of my father but through my writing. I would ask my father about his experiences with Krishnamacharya, think over how best to express his recollections, and then put them down in writing. After that, we would go over the material and edit it. Having been involved in yoga and other traditional Vedic studies from childhood and having memories of Krishnamacharya (albeit through the eyes of my young self) made it easy for me to relate to my father’s experiences.

Krishnamacharya’s language of expression in traditional studies was Sanskrit, and he used many Sanskrit words to describe asanas and methods of practice. We use some of these terms throughout the book to give readers a flavor of the context in which my father studied. Just as contemporary yoga teachers and students need not learn all the Sanskrit terms that apply to the practice of yoga, we do not expect readers to struggle with these terms. Learning Sanskrit words associated with yoga is not nearly as important as understanding the subject and how to apply it.

Krishnamacharya taught on so many diverse subjects that this book would have to be immense to do justice to his entire teachings. As we worked on the book, we found it necessary to redefine its scope and start over, more than once. This project has taken us about two years to complete. We finally settled for a book that covers a variety of topics. It presents information about Krishnamacharya’s life as well as a portrait of his persona as a teacher and as a practitioner of yoga. The book also contains highlights of Krishnamacharya’s teachings on the spectrum of yoga studies and a description of his works, including a summary of the major ones. Working on this book gave me the opportunity to listen to my father’s audio recordings of Krishnamacharya’s lectures and chanting, as well as to recordings of the few interviews the master gave. We have released some recordings of Krishnamacharya chanting, with my father, in the form of a nonprofit CD titled The Master’s Voice.

My family was dedicated to Krishnamacharya and his teachings even before I was born. My mother, Indra, has been part of this project at every step. A serene practitioner and patient teacher of yoga (as her numerous dedicated students will attest), she has been my father’s primary support in his spiritual journey over the decades. My sister, Nitya, has given us valuable input, too. Being older than I am, she has a clearer memory of Krishnamacharya. In addition to practicing and teaching yoga, she is an accomplished singer and is perhaps one of the few people to have met the master’s exacting standards for chanting and to have received praise from him for it.

My gratitude is also due to Patty Moynahan; her editing has improved the text immensely. She brought to this project not just her skill as a writer but also considered evaluation and thoughtful appreciation of the subject, and involvement from the heart.

It has been my privilege to work with my father on this book.

GANESH MOHAN


AUTHOR’S INTRODUCTION

I MET MY GURU, Sri Tirumalai Krishnamacharya, nearly forty years ago and studied with him for almost two decades. He was unparalleled in many ways—as a master of yoga, as a teacher, as an Ayurvedic/yogic physician, and as a scholar. If yoga is so widely popular now, it is in no small measure due to his practice, his brilliance, his depth of knowledge, and his tireless perseverance in propagating ancient wisdom.

Yet many yoga practitioners know little about Krishnamacharya as a person or about his teachings. One reason for this is that during his lifetime, Krishnamacharya had no regard for personal publicity or material success. As a student, the one virtue I can claim credit for was my resolve to study with Krishnamacharya until the end of his life, regardless of any problems I might face in mine. I also had the privilege of serving Krishnamacharya personally in his last years. This book presents the rare relationship I had with a unique master; it is my tribute to Krishnamacharya as my teacher.

I have had the good fortune to meet and spend time with many yoga masters over the years—sometimes when they visited my guru and sometimes personally—including other students of Krishnamacharya, such as B. K. S. Iyengar and Indra Devi, or yoga luminaries like Swami Satchidananda. In this book, however, I have intentionally refrained from narratives that digress from the life and teachings of Krishnamacharya and from my reflections as his student.

One of Krishnamacharya’s favorite sayings can be approximately translated as “a capable student brings fame to the teacher.” Yet Krishnamacharya’s humility always led him to discourage writings that praised him. In accordance with his preference, this book is simple and direct, with no embellishment; however, no exaggerations are required to bring to light the greatness of such a master as Krishnamacharya. Honoring his endeavor to propagate yoga, I have not merely narrated a story but also highlighted the message that he brought forth through his life and conduct.

For me, writing this book has been a journey back to the treasured days of my studies with my guru. I sincerely hope that as a student or teacher of yoga, or as a reader simply interested in knowing about Krishnamacharya, you will find this book valuable.

A. G. MOHAN
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Overview of the Life of Krishnamacharya

TIRUMALAI KRISHNAMACHARYA was born in November 1888 in the village of Muchukundapuram, which is in the South Indian state of Karnataka. His father was Srinivasa Tatacharya and his mother, Ranganayakiamma. His great-grandfather was Srinivasa Brahmatantra Swami, the head of the Parakala Math in Mysore, one of the ancient and respected religious institutions in the Vaishnavite tradition. Vaishnavism is among the most prevalent traditions of Hinduism. Its name derives from the emphasis it places on devotion to the Divine in the form of the deity Vishnu, also known as Narayana.

As a child, Krishnamacharya was trained in the study of the Vedas, initially by his father, as was the custom in an orthodox Brahmin family of those times. The Vedas are the ancient body of knowledge that forms the basis of what is now known as Hinduism. When Krishnamacharya was around twelve years of age, he continued his studies at the Parakala Math and at the university in Mysore. He learned Sanskrit as well as aspects of Vedic knowledge, like purva mimamsa (a system of Hindu philosophy that emphasizes rituals and Vedic lifestyle). At the same time, Krishnamacharya was learning asanas (the practice of yoga poses) and pranayama (yogic breathing techniques) from his father. Many learned Vedic pundits visited the Math, and as Krishnamacharya interacted with them, his desire to learn more grew stronger. He studied vedanta (one of the important systems of Vedic philosophy) under the guidance of Sri Krishna Brahmatantra Parakala Swami, the pontiff of the Parakala Math at that time, and he obtained two degrees from Mysore University—one in the exposition of the Vedas (titled Veda Kesari, or “lion of the Vedas”) and one in the philosophy of purva mimamsa (titled Mimamsa Vidvan, or “scholar of mimamsa”), which he had studied earlier.

In 1906, at the age of eighteen, Krishnamacharya traveled to Varanasi, the holy city and highly respected center of traditional learning in North India. There he learned Sanskrit grammar and logic (tarka). He studied at Queens College in Varanasi, living in Assi Ghat and walking six miles to the college every day. Krishnamacharya’s classes were from 6:30 to 10:30 A.M. After college hours, Krishnamacharya would prepare wheat cakes from the flour obtained by begging. (It was the custom in those days for students to beg for their food and the duty of householders to provide for the students.)

One of Krishnamacharya’s foremost teachers was Vamacharana Bhattacharya. The principal of the college was the well-known scholar Ganganath Jha. Learning of Krishnamacharya’s financial difficulties, Ganganath Jha suggested that Krishnamacharya participate in a scholarship examination. Knowledge of Hindi, the predominant language of North India, was essential to taking the test, as the test was given in that language. Krishnamacharya requested that he be allowed to take the exam in Telugu, his mother tongue. Permission was granted by the Telugu professor of the college. Of the sixty-three candidates who took the test, Krishnamacharya was one of only three who passed the exam. He was granted a scholarship of three rupees per month. (The rupee was worth a lot more in those times—a meal would have cost only a small fraction of a rupee.) Soon after that, he successfully completed the teacher’s training examination, and Ganganath Jha asked Krishnamacharya to tutor his son, Amarnath Jha, in his studies. During Krishnamacharya’s vacations, which lasted about three months, he used to travel to the Himalayas and visit the places en route by foot.

While he was in Varanasi, Krishnamacharya continued to practice the asanas and pranayama he had learned from his father. A monk who observed Krishnamacharya practicing directed him to the yoga master Babu Bhagavan Das, who permitted Krishnamacharya to attend the course on yoga at the university in the city of Patna, a few hundred miles east, and appear for the exams as a private candidate. Clearing these exams successfully, Krishnamacharya obtained his degree in the theory of yoga and in samkhya, the related philosophy. Samkhya is the oldest among Eastern philosophies; it forms the underpinning of all the viewpoints that have followed.

Back in Varanasi, Vamacharana Bhattacharya and Ganganath Jha were highly appreciative of Krishnamacharya’s sharp intellect and deep interest in all his studies. They encouraged him to pursue his studies and helped him with financial and residential arrangements. Krishnamacharya would study for some hours, attend classes at the college, and work at the library for an hour. He also tutored his teacher’s son and the principal’s nephew in yoga.

Krishnamacharya had a deep desire to learn more yoga. He asked Ganganath Jha where he might pursue further yoga studies. Ganganath Jha replied that Krishnamacharya would have to travel beyond Nepal to Tibet, to meet the yogi Ramamohana Brahmachari, who would be able to teach him all he wanted to know about yoga.

Certain documents were required for travel to Tibet. For these, Ganganath Jha put Krishnamacharya in touch with the viceroy in the city of Simla. Situated in the northwest Himalayas and now the capital of the state of Himachal Pradesh, Simla offered a cool climate for British officials during the heat of the Indian summer. Upon arriving in Simla, Krishnamacharya found the viceroy ill with diabetes. The viceroy was under the care of Devendra Bhattacharya, a medical doctor and the son of Vamacharana Bhattacharya, Krishnamacharya’s teacher in Varanasi. Krishnamacharya undertook to treat the viceroy using his knowledge of yoga. The viceroy’s condition improved in six months. Pleased with Krishnamacharya’s treatment, the viceroy made arrangements for Krishnamacharya to travel to Tibet, accompanied by aides. He requested that Krishnamacharya return every year for three months to continue to teach him yoga.

Krishnamacharya left for Nepal. During the journey, he visited the shrine of Muktinarayana, bathed in the Gandaki River, and found a saligrama (a sacred stone). The shrine of Muktinarayana (more commonly known as Muktinath), now in Nepal, is at an altitude of around twelve thousand feet. A Vaishnavite temple of ancient lore, it is a pilgrimage spot also venerated by Buddhists. The river Gandaki, which flows not far from the temple, is also of historical note. It is said to be the source of saligramas that are considered representations of the Divine in the Vedic tradition. In Vaishnavism, saligramas are categorized based on the markings and other features they bear.

The journey to Muktinath by foot can be challenging even today, with roads and other modern amenities in place. Krishnamacharya continued his journey, walking more than two hundred miles in three weeks to finally reach the region near the holy lake Manasarovar, accompanied by his aides. Lake Manasarovar is located in Tibet, high in the Himalayas at nearly fifteen thousand feet. After searching, Krishnamacharya found the ashram of Ramamohana Brahmachari, which was merely a cave. The saint, who wore a long beard, the traditional marks of devotion, and wooden sandals, received Krishnamacharya at the cave’s entrance. Krishnamacharya prostrated himself before the guru and requested that he be accepted as a disciple. Ramamohana Brahmachari questioned him in Hindi, and Krishnamacharya expressed his deep interest in learning yoga.

Krishnamacharya was received warmly and was introduced to the guru’s wife and three children and given fruit to eat. Then Ramamohana Brahmachari showed Krishnamacharya around Manasarovar for a short while. He warned Krishnamacharya not to touch the water in the lake, showing him his little finger, which had turned black from contact with the water. Despite being so high in the mountains, near a lake that froze over in winter, Krishnamacharya later noted that he did not feel the cold, either because of the fruit or, perhaps, “due to the grace of the guru.”

Ramamohana Brahmachari then sent away Krishnamacharya’s aides. He instructed Krishnamacharya to eat nothing but fruit for the next eight days (a discipline probably aimed at cleansing the body with light food before beginning serious yoga practice). After eight days, the instruction in yoga commenced. Krishnamacharya requested that he be permitted to return to Simla every year for three months, as he had promised the viceroy. Ramamohana Brahmachari acquiesced graciously and even sent his own son to accompany him.

Over the next seven and a half years, Krishnamacharya studied yoga diligently while living with his guru. In the first few years, he studied the Yoga Sutras and samkhya philosophy as he practiced asanas and pranayama under his guru’s guidance. In the last year or two, he learned more advanced applications of yoga, such as the use of yoga in therapy.

In 1918, after his years of studying yoga in Tibet, Krishnamacharya returned to Varanasi. He took up examinations in various subjects, getting his degrees in a remarkably short time. For example, he joined a four-year course for the degree Mimamsa Tirtha (a degree in the Vedic philosophy of mimamsa) and qualified to appear for the exam in just nine months. The examination was to last four days, but during the first day’s oral session, the chief examiner ended the test after hearing Krishnamacharya’s exposition of the texts, concluding that no further deliberation was needed to grant the degree.

Soon after this, following the death of the maharaja of Vijaynagar, there was a dispute on aspects of the Vedic ritual to be performed. There was doubt about whether a certain ritual known as the kushmanda homa needed to be performed in its entirety or whether the mantras alone could be recited. As this was a matter concerning a royal family, it was referred to the Hindu Dharma Samsthapan Committee (literally, “a committee for the establishment of Hindu Dharma”) for a decision. The head of the committee, Gurulinga Shastri, was studying Vedic rituals under Krishnamacharya and asked Krishnamacharya if he would be willing to substantiate his opinion and present it to the committee. Krishnamacharya said that he was willing to do so, provided his teacher Vamacharana Bhattacharya gave his permission. The permission was granted, and Krishnamacharya was requested to write a treatise to prove his point. Others participating in the debate were also required to write their opinions in the form of a treatise. Krishnamacharya wrote a treatise titled “Mantra Padartha Tatva Nirnaya” to establish his point. A congregation of scholars evaluated the work of each participant, and judged Krishnamacharya’s work as the best. Following this, the degrees of Nyayacharya and Mimamsa Ratna were conferred on him, and he was awarded the Damodar Das gold medal.

At this time, the pontiff of the Parakala Math, Sri Vageesa Brahmatantra Swami, passed away. Krishnamacharya’s uncle traveled to North India, bringing with him instructions from the Math for Krishnamacharya to take up sannyasa (renunciation) and return to Mysore to head the Math. However, Krishnamacharya wanted to study further. He turned down the request from the Math, explaining that he would consider returning only after his studies were completed. Krishnamacharya continued to travel, participating in debates and discussions, studying further, and earning such degrees as Veda Kesari and Nyaya Ratna from centers in North India. He was also honored for his prowess in debate and his knowledge as a scholar by the maharajas of Baroda and Kasi.

Krishnamacharya began to give lectures and demonstrations on yoga after his return from Tibet. In 1926, the maharaja of Mysore, Krishnaraja Wadiyar, met Krishnamacharya in Varanasi and was impressed by his personality and learning. He invited Krishnamacharya to come to his palace at Mysore to teach yoga, and as a result, Krishnamacharya set up a yoga school in Mysore under the patronage of the maharaja. In 1934, Krishnamacharya authored the book titled Yoga Makaranda, which was published by Mysore University. He also continued to travel to various places in India to demonstrate the power of yoga, including such feats as stopping his heartbeat. Following political changes in 1946, around the time that India gained independence, the powers of the maharajas were curtailed, a new government came into being, and the yoga school in Mysore was closed down.

During his years in Mysore, Krishnamacharya had taught students with therapeutic needs from the coastal city of Chennai, located a few hundred miles to the east of Mysore. These students had seen substantial improvement in their health through the practice of yoga. For example, he had treated Venkatarama Shastri, a noted lawyer who suffered from paralysis. Impressed with the results, the lawyer referred a well-known jurist to Krishnamacharya, also for treatment of paralysis. When the yoga school in Mysore closed down, some of them invited Krishnamacharya to move to Chennai. Krishnamacharya was now a family man, with three sons (Srinivasan, Desikachar, and Sribhashyam) and three daughters (Pundarikavalli, Alamelu, and Shubha). He moved to Chennai, staying in a small rented apartment opposite Sanskrit College. He taught students yoga from his home and also walked to several places to teach.

Krishnamacharya was also appointed a lecturer at Vivekananda College and conducted classes there for some time. Thus Krishnamacharya settled in Chennai permanently. Over the years, as more resources became available, it was possible for him to move into a larger and more convenient home with space for teaching—first in the area known as Gopalapuram, then Mandavelipakkam, and, finally, Mandaveli, where he was staying when I met him. He would stay there for the rest of his years.

. . .

Exact dates and details of events in Krishnamacharya’s early life are difficult to come by. We have no second-person account of Krishnamacharya’s years of study with his yoga teacher in the Himalayas nor of his studies in the universities where he obtained his degrees. What we know about Krishnamacharya’s early life has come mostly from Krishnamacharya himself. The information above is drawn from recordings of my interviews with Krishnamacharya; a brief, handwritten autobiography; and a biography that appeared in the Tamil magazine Kalaimagal, which is based on a 1984 interview with Krishnamacharya.

Taken together, these sources vary in the order and dates of events in Krishnamacharya’s early years. For instance, in the Kalaimagal interview and in an audio recording, Krishnamacharya said that he met Lord Irwin, the viceroy of India, on his way to the Himalayas in 1911. But Lord Irwin was viceroy of India from 1926 to 1931. Krishnamacharya had completed his yoga studies before 1926. It could be that Krishnamacharya was incorrect about the actual date this meeting occurred. More likely, though, is that Krishnamacharya did meet a high official on his journey to the Himalayas, but years later he did not correctly remember the official’s title or name. Krishnamacharya’s memory was generally extraordinary, but in those early years English was completely unfamiliar to him, so English names and titles may have been difficult for him to recall.

In one version of his biography, Krishnamacharya states that he visited the holy city of Varanasi twice, returning to Mysore in between the visits. In another, he says that he visited Varanasi once and stayed there for more than a decade. Readers and students of Krishnamacharya must judge for themselves the relative significance of these discrepancies. One fact that is unchanging in all of Krishnamacharya’s accounts of his life is that he studied yoga for seven years in the Himalayas under the tutelage of Ramamohana Brahmachari. In a brochure that Krishnamacharya printed in the 1960s, he gives those years of study as 1911 to 1918.

One important reason for the remaining mysteries that surround Krishnamacharya’s early years was his reluctance to talk about himself or his studies. He valued humility greatly and considered it an expression of ego to speak about his deeds and achievements. Further, by the time he was asked about the facts of his early life, many decades had elapsed.

Finally, what can be said with certainty about Krishnamacharya’s formative years? We know that he visited many centers of learning and in so doing absorbed a vast body of knowledge and that he spent more than seven years in the Himalayas learning yoga from a rare source.

The biographical information above seems most plausible to me. I have chosen to convey this information in a factual style, without speculating on Krishnamacharya’s motivations and feelings at various stages in his life.

As with the biographies of other spiritual masters, the precise chronology of Krishnamacharya’s travels and studies does not matter. What matters to us now is the timeless wisdom he distilled from his studies and gave to students over many decades, the inspiring example of his own practice and simple way of living, and his legacy of helping increasing numbers of people to enjoy greater wellness through the practice of yoga.
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Meeting the Master and Early Studies (1971–1973)

A WELL-KNOWN ANCIENT SAYING in India holds that the attitude of the student determines the quality of the teacher. Reflecting on the quality of my teacher, I wonder: was my sincere interest in personal transformation and spirituality responsible for my good fortune? Perhaps it was destiny or the grace of the Divine. Whatever the reason, I recognized my guru, the yogi Tirumalai Krishnamacharya, when I attended a lecture in 1971. But first, some personal history . . .

I was born in 1945 in a small village in the state of Tamil Nadu, in South India. Within a year of my birth, my family left our ancestral village to take up residence in what was then known as Madras and is now known as Chennai, the capital city of Tamil Nadu.

As a teenager, I developed a keen interest in philosophy and spirituality. When I was sixteen, I read a book titled Who Am I? which contained answers to around thirty fundamental spiritual questions from a well-known saint called Ramana Maharishi. His life history was remarkable: he left home when he was only sixteen years old, after a spiritual experience, and remained absorbed in meditation for several years. Ramana Maharishi’s answers, written in Tamil, my native language, were brief and powerful, though cryptic to me at that time. I was aware that Ramana Maharishi had spent most of his life in Thiruvannamalai, a town just four hours from Chennai by road. Deeply impressed, and with the enthusiasm of youth, I wanted to travel to Thiruvannamalai to meet this saint and seek his guidance. But before starting the journey, I learned to my chagrin that Ramana Maharishi had passed from this world five years after I entered it!

As I neared my twenties, my spiritual aspirations receded while I completed my studies. After finishing my schooling in Chennai, I studied engineering at a college in Coimbatore, a smaller city a few hundred miles to the southwest. In 1967, after completing my engineering degree, I found myself looking for job opportunities. Forty years ago higher education was far less common in India than it is now. Thus obtaining a job was not difficult for someone with my qualifications. I had an uncle in a top management position in one of the few large industries of those times, and it seemed prudent to consult him about the best place to work.

He suggested that I study further by joining a course in industrial engineering and management offered by the National Productivity Council. This council was a partly government-directed organization aimed at helping industries increase their productivity. I spent the next two years earning a postgraduate qualification in management. After finishing my management studies in 1969, I was employed by the Madras Productivity Council, where I worked with various industries on a project basis.

In 1971, at age twenty-five and settled into a good job with a promising career ahead of me, I once again began to explore the deeper questions of life. As chance would have it, that year I was given a project at a well-known company, Binny Mills, and the council secretary suggested that I ask an industrial engineer named Srivatsa Ramaswami to work with me as an outside consultant. Although qualified as an industrial engineer, Ramaswami was a stockbroker by profession, a partner in his father’s brokerage firm; he served as senior consultant to my project in the mornings and worked for the brokerage firm in the afternoons. Ramaswami was a pleasant, soft-spoken person and we got along well. When I mentioned my interest in spirituality to him, he recommended that I attend a lecture by a revered teacher he knew. Curious and eager to meet this teacher, I attended the lecture.

I was among a small group in attendance at the lecture—fewer than a dozen people. The image of Krishnamacharya that evening remains etched in my mind. I was struck by the luster of his body and by his majestic appearance. Although he was eighty-two years old, Krishnamacharya sat straight and still, like a statue. He spoke without a hint of hesitation, like a fluent river of knowledge and with astute clarity and piercing sharpness. The subject of the lecture was ancient rituals, but Krishnamacharya linked the practices of yoga to the subject. I became spellbound, immersed in Krishnamacharya’s discourse and the power of his presence, as if I were sitting at the feet of an ancient sage.

In hindsight we recognize important forks in our life-path—events or opportunities that change us. I now see that meeting Krishnamacharya was the most important event in my life. Krishnamacharya’s presence and speech attracted me deeply, and I was certain that I had met a master of extraordinary knowledge and accomplishment. In a brief hour, the seed of a fundamental change was sown in me, a seed that would grow and direct my life in the years to come.

That night, I became convinced that I should study with Krishnamacharya and seek spiritual transformation under his guidance. I was unsure of how to approach him, though. He was like an ocean—magnificent but concealing unknown depths, to be approached with respect and, perhaps, a little trepidation. I asked Ramaswami what to do; he suggested that I first approach Krishnamacharya’s son Desikachar.

I met Desikachar and told him of my interest in studying with his father. Desikachar suggested that I learn some asanas (yoga poses) with him first. My main interest, though, lay in spirituality and philosophy. At the time, I thought asanas were merely physical exercises, and I had little interest in them, but as it seemed to be the way to proceed, I agreed to his suggestion. I began practicing asanas with Desikachar, attending a class with him once every week or two.

In 1971, I was married to Indra. Until a few years earlier, our families had lived on the same road, just a few houses away from each other; thus her family was known to me, though I hadn’t met her. As was the custom, the elders in our families discussed the possibility of our marriage and suggested it to us. We met and found we liked each other. Some months later, our wedding took place. Though my time was now partly occupied with my career and with adjusting to my newly married state, I began attending group lectures that Krishnamacharya gave on various topics. He lectured two to three times a month, and I ensured that I did not miss any.

The months passed, and I continued to attend asana classes with Desikachar and lectures by Krishnamacharya. As I entered or exited from an asana class, Krishnamacharya was sometimes seated—silent and still—in the verandah at the front of the house where he lived with his family. Sometimes he would see me and acknowledge me. During this initial period, our contact was restricted to a respectful greeting on my part and acknowledgement from him in return.

As I later came to realize, Krishnamacharya was always sharply observant, even when it appeared that he was not paying attention. He had noticed my attendance at his lectures. I think that I had demonstrated to his satisfaction that I had more than a passing interest in his teachings. For my part, I had been biding my time, waiting for an opening to study further.

At the end of one lecture, in 1973, I felt ready to approach Krishnamacharya about studying with him. I hesitated before leaving, knowing he would notice me and interpret this as a sign that I wanted to say something.

“What?” he asked me.

“I would like to study the Upanishads,” I answered, knowing that one had to speak to the point when conversing with Krishnamacharya. (The Upanishads are ancient Sanskrit texts, the last part of the Vedas. They are among the oldest texts on philosophy and spirituality. There are ten important Upanishads and many other minor ones.) He regarded me intently for a few seconds. Then he said, noncommittally but not discouragingly, “We shall see.”

I knew that I had to let the subject drop for the moment.

After a few weeks, at the end of another lecture, I diffidently raised the topic once more: “I had asked to study the Upanishads . . .” I said to Krishnamacharya.

This time, he did not hesitate. “What Upanishad do you want to study?” he asked.

I was aware that some of Krishnamacharya’s students had come to him with an interest in studying specific texts, but I had none in mind. I wanted his guidance; I left it to him. “I am happy to start studying whatever you think is best,” I answered.

He thought for a few seconds and replied, “Let us start with the Prasnopanishad. It is one of the Upanishads that talks about prana. As you are also learning asanas and pranayama, it is a related topic and will be a suitable next step.”

Thus began my private studies with Krishnamacharya.

Coincidentally, Desikachar was about to leave India for a while, and my asana lessons with him faced an interruption. With Desikachar’s agreement, I requested Krishnamacharya to undertake to teach me asanas as well, and he accepted. I was now an exclusive student of Krishnamacharya.

Krishnamacharya stayed in a room of modest size, around ten by fifteen feet, situated above his garage. The ceiling of the garage was lower than those in the rest of the house, so his room was at a level between the ground and first floors of his house. (In India, the ground level is called the “ground floor” and the level above that, the “first floor.”) To reach Krishnamacharya’s room, one had to enter the house and ascend stairs to the left to reach a small area midway between the ground and first floors. The entrance to Krishnamacharya’s room was in this area. The stairs continued from there to the first floor, where there were a few more rooms and a balcony to the right that overlooked one side of Krishnamacharya’s room.

The door to Krishnamacharya’s room was to the right side of the small landing. Inside the room, on the left, was a plain concrete shelf built into the wall. A wooden image of Krishnamacharya’s personal deity rested on this shelf, accompanied by some classical tomes. The image looked over the room as if blessing the occupants. Krishnamacharya customarily sat in a chair at the far end of the room, to the left. I usually found him reading an ancient text or meditating, his eyes closed. He was a person of few possessions, and the room reflected the simplicity of his life. It was furnished with only a chair, a bed, and a carpet for asana practice.

I recall the first time I offered Krishnamacharya payment for his teaching. With the money in a paper envelope in my hand, I hesitated, unsure of where to place the envelope. Traditionally, if a student were to place money in the hands of the teacher, this would denigrate the relationship, equating it with an employer paying an employee. Further, the hands of the teacher were not supposed to be below those of a student, a position that suggests the teacher is asking something of the student. I wondered if I should place the envelope at his feet.

Krishnamacharya gestured toward the image of his personal deity on the shelf in his room. “Nothing should be partaken of without offering it to the Divine first,” he said. “Leave it at the feet of the Divine.” From then onward, at the beginning of each month I placed the money in an envelope, left it in front of the image of the Divine, and prostrated myself.

In ancient Vedic tradition, a student made an offering to the teacher after the studies were completed. This offering was known as guru dakshina. The student was expected to give whatever the teacher asked for, and the teacher, in turn, was expected to ask for a reasonable amount. Krishnamacharya said that the dakshina his yoga teacher, Ramamohana Brahmachari, wanted was not money or material things but the assurance that his student would try to propagate the yoga he had learned.

Things had changed by the time I studied with Krishnamacharya. Payment after completion of studies was not practical. Krishnamacharya, however, did not ask for specific fees from students who came to him for spiritual guidance and to study philosophy. He left it to students to offer whatever they could afford. He could gauge the financial status of a student by observing him—for instance, whether the student arrived by bus, motorbike, or car (rare in those days). This would indicate to him how much the student could afford to pay. His personal principle was to remain content with whatever a student paid; but the student’s payment, in view of his apparent financial status, was a measure of how much the student valued the teachings.

The environment in which I studied yoga in the 1970s was slower paced than that in today’s yoga centers and studios. I felt that Krishnamacharya and I had plenty of time. Though he was more than eighty years old at the time, Krishnamacharya seemed like a person in his sixties and was as healthy as someone much younger. I looked forward to years of studying with him; in turn, he was willing to teach me for as long as I wished to learn, be it ten years or twenty.

Even so, Krishnamacharya much disliked wasting time. No matter the subject of the class or the nature of the student, he was always ready to start on the hour. Because Krishnamacharya was so disciplined and his life so simple, there was virtually nothing to delay him from starting a class on time. In the room where he taught, a simple clock hung on the wall opposite him. If the clock’s presence on an otherwise bare wall slipped a student’s notice, its resonant chimes every half hour marked the passage of valuable time. In my audio recordings of Krishnamacharya’s lectures and chanting, the clock’s chimes can be heard in the background.

In those days, there was not much traffic on the roads in India and little chance of congestion. But transport was unreliable and the roads were poor. I used to travel to Krishnamacharya’s classes on my scooter directly from work or from home (my house was about half an hour from his). To be late to a class would have been disrespectful. The reasoning that I could take my teacher’s time for granted because I was paying him was unthinkable. He was not merely an instructor; he was my spiritual guide. I knew that Krishnamacharya valued my sincerity far more than money.

Consequently, I tried to ensure that I always reached his house a few minutes before my class was scheduled to begin. On a few rare occasions, though, I was late to his classes by five minutes or so. It was not Krishnamacharya’s way to voice reproach. Instead, as I entered the room, he would merely direct a brief glance at the clock on the wall. Attention was silently drawn to the time, and the message was communicated.

Entering Krishnamacharya’s room, my first act was usually to prostrate myself before him. I would lie facedown on the floor, with my arms extended overhead and palms joined in anjali mudra. This was not a greeting but a traditional salutation to a spiritual teacher. Because the aim of studying yoga is to bring purity and stillness to the mind, we should not approach a teacher with the feeling “I know.” Rather, we should approach with the feeling “I don’t know” and “I am here to learn from you.” Humility should be present in the mind of the student and should find expression in his conduct.

Krishnamacharya used to say that a teacher can perceive the attitude of a student by simply observing how the student prostrates himself. Does he prostrate quickly, as a formality, or does he do it with attention? Does he keep his eyes open, or does he close them? Is he reluctant to offer any salutation at all? Krishnamacharya used to refer to a token salutation, done with no feeling behind it, as a “cat salutation” because, outwardly at least, cats appear less attached to their masters than do dogs.

After the salutation, I would sit quietly and respectfully on the floor, waiting for Krishnamacharya to begin. I knew that even small details of conduct could be interpreted as demonstrations of dedication. As with the salutation, attention in other actions was expected throughout the class. For example, I would not look away from Krishnamacharya unnecessarily, except to turn my attention to my notebook. Sitting properly was mandatory; it was unacceptable to lean to one side, stretch one’s feet, or slouch informally.

Once early in my studies, I was listening attentively to Krishnamacharya’s lecture, but I inadvertently closed the notebook in which I was taking notes. We were about fifty minutes into the class, ten minutes before the class was to end. Of course, Krishnamacharya instantly took notice of this. “It appears you are busy with other work today,” he said. “Enough for now. We will continue in the next class.” He had taken my closing the notebook as evidence of my preoccupation with matters outside of class, as eagerness for the class to end.

I was taken aback, but I left. As the years passed, Krishnamacharya came to take my commitment for granted. Such details as closing a notebook ceased to matter, but for many classes after that incident, I was very careful to keep my book open!

In any case, there was little chance of being absentminded about my notebook in Krishnamacharya’s classes. Taking notes quickly enough to keep up with him was often difficult. In preparation for his classes on classical texts, I would write the text in Sanskrit in my notebook. I would separate the parts of compound words, leaving plenty of space on each page to fill in as he lectured. Because Krishnamacharya taught me in a combination of Tamil and Sanskrit, I took notes in a mixture of these languages, occasionally adding a little English.

I decided to meticulously write down all the points Krishnamacharya explained or mentioned during his lectures, though I did not understand some of them at the time. I knew that I could review these points later and probably understand them better as my knowledge grew. Over eighteen years I accumulated more than five thousand pages of notes from my classes with Krishnamacharya. I have preserved every page, from my first lesson to the last.

When I began studying with Krishnamacharya, I was hesitant to ask questions. This was partly because I viewed him with great reverence and was afraid that he would be disappointed by the extent of my ignorance. More important, I soon realized that many of my questions would be answered over time as I continued to study with him; therefore, it would have been premature to ask them at the time.

In the later years of my studies, I would ask Krishnamacharya questions when necessary. The topic of a question determined how freely it could be raised. If the question was about yoga as a therapy—if I had a student with a health problem and needed some guidance, for example—I could ask him with little hesitation. If the question was about philosophy or spiritual practice, a quick question was never appropriate. Preparation was essential. I had to go through my notes, reflect on what Krishnamacharya had said earlier, practice it if possible, and only then ask the question.

I was born in a Brahmin family. Therefore even before I met Krishnamacharya, I had observed and participated in a few Vedic rituals (instructed by the Vedic pundit conducting the ritual). I had also learned some well-known Vedic mantras (like the Gayatri mantra) and had attended many spiritual discourses from a young age—my mother would take me with her when she attended these lectures. Drawing upon this modest traditional knowledge that I had been exposed to from childhood, I had tried—before meeting Krishnamacharya—to form an idea of what I was searching for, but the picture that would emerge was hazy.

After meeting Krishnamacharya, my search took a new direction. I knew that I no longer needed to struggle alone for answers; I had found a teacher who could guide me. I was to gain knowledge from my practice, from teaching, and in countless ways from many other admirable people in later years. But Krishnamacharya would be my only living master in yoga and in my personal spiritual evolution—my guru in the true sense of the word.
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