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I dedicate The Heart of Yoga to J. Krishnamurthi, who 
taught me how to be a good yoga student.
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Śrī T. Krishnamacharya
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Krishnamacharya with Indra Devi at his centennial celebration.

A Blessing
This book, written by Śrī Desikachar, 
is an invaluable source of information regarding the theory and practice of 
yoga. It is a must for students and teachers alike. Śrī Desikachar, himself a 
teacher par excellence, follows the yoga lineage of his father Śrī 
Krishnamacharya, one of the best yoga teachers of his time. It was my good 
fortune to be accepted by Śrī Krishnamacharya into his class, where I was not 
only the lone foreigner, but was also the only woman.
May this book serve as a guide and inspiration for all of the generations of 
yoga enthusiasts to come.
—With blessings, light, and love

from the heart of Indra Devi
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T. K. V. Desikachar
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Śrī T. Krishnamacharya at age 100 and his son, T. K. V. 
Desikachar
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FOREWORD
I am grateful to have the opportunity 
to write about Śrī Desikachar, an exceptional yoga teacher, and it is with great 
pleasure that I write these few words to underline the importance of Śrī 
Desikachar’s teaching.
What a nice person Desikachar is! One feels attracted to him—to be with him 
is a pleasure. His simplicity is one of the exceptional characteristics of his 
personality. He does not pretend in any way. In today’s world it is refreshing 
to meet someone who knows so much and yet is so modest. Humility, from which 
simplicity follows, is a very precious quality. Desikachar is one of those few 
people who truly lives this quality.
The years Desikachar spent at university attaining his engineering degree 
have not been an impediment. On the contrary, once I asked what helped him most 
in the work he does now and he replied, “My engineering studies.” It is likely 
that such training stimulated his sparkling intelligence, which later gave him 
the ability to transmit his teaching with clarity and precision. When Desikachar 
speaks he expresses himself in a natural and easy way, in a language that each 
one of us can understand and follow. He walks toward you with a light step, and 
his delightful smile lets you know that his heart is open.
I received a precious gift one day when he chanted for me and my friends. His 
clear sounds had a delicate and yet powerful flow, following the rhythm that 
arose from his lovely voice. The enchanting atmosphere created by the vibrations 
of that sound filled the room and remained a long time after he left.
Desikachar helps us realize that what is essential in the practice of yoga is 
the breath because each pose, each movement, originates from there. This 
balanced union brings harmony and order to our bodies and minds.
The way he can communicate these very special yoga teachings is 
extraordinary. He has great respect for the subject and for the person to whom 
he is conveying his knowledge. He does not push you into it, but very gently 
leads you to the door that eventually, and unexpectedly, may open to let you in.
—Vanda Scaravelli

Florence, Italy
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Krishnamacharya at the completion of his university studies, 
1925.
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Śrī Vageesa Brahmatantra Parakala Swami, one of Krishnamacharya’s 
preceptors.
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Krishnamacharya lecturing in Madras.
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Krishnamacharya at 100 years.
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Śrī Krishna Brahmatantra Swami, another of Krishnamacharya’s 
preceptors.
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Krishnamacharya’s healing hands.

The Life and Yoga of Śrī T. Krishnamacharya 
AN INTERVIEW WITH T. K. V. DESIKACHAR
Tirumalai Krishnamacharya was born on 
November 18, 1888, in a village in the state of Mysore, South India. He was born 
into a family that traces its roots back to the famous ninth-century South 
Indian sage Nathamuni, author of the 
Yoga Rahasya and the first teacher in the line of Vaishnava gurus.
Krishnamacharya received his first instruction in Sanskrit and yoga from his 
father before becoming a pupil at the Brahmatantra Parakala Mutt in Mysore, one 
of the best known and most respected Brahmin schools. Enrolled at the age of 
twelve, he studied the Vedic texts and learned the Vedic rituals while 
simultaneously attending the Royal College of Mysore. At the age of eighteen he 
moved to Banaras, where he studied Sanskrit, logic, and grammar at the 
university. Back in Mysore, he received a thorough grounding in the philosophy 
of the Vedānta from Śrī Krishna Brahmatantra Swami, the director of the Parakala 
Mutt. Then he went north again to study the Sāṃkhya, India’s oldest 
philosophical system and the one on which yoga is fundamentally based. In 1916 
he went to the Himalayas where, at the foot of Mount Kailash, he met his 
teacher, Śrī Ramamohan Brahmachari, a learned yogi who was living with his 
family near Lake Manasarovar in Tibet.
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Krishnamacharya at age 84.
Krishnamacharya spent more than seven years with this teacher, who exercised 
considerable influence over the direction he took in life, giving him the great 
task of spreading the message of yoga and using his abilities as a healer and 
helper of sick people. Consequently, Śrī Krishnamacharya did not embark upon an 
academic career, but returned to the south where he studied Āyurveda, the 
traditional Indian healing system, as well as the philosophy of Nyāya, a Vedic 
school of logic recognized for its tools of inquiry and emphasis on 
discrimination gained by valid knowledge. In 1924 he returned to Mysore, where 
the rāja, a progressive ruler, gave him the opportunity to open a yoga school. 
The rāja himself was one of Krishnamacharya’s most enthusiastic students. From 
1933 to 1955 Krishnamacharya taught yoga at the school and wrote his first book, 
Yoga Makarandam (Secrets of Yoga).

[image: image]
Krishnamacharya patron and student, Krishnarajendra Wodoyar IV, 
the mahārājah of Mysore.
By this time his reputation was spreading throughout South India and beyond. 
Krishnamacharya’s first Western students came to study yoga with him in 1937. 
Indra Devi was among them. B. K. S. Iyengar, who was to become Krishnamacharya’s 
brother-in-law, received his first yoga instruction with the acclaimed teacher. 
In 1939 and 1940, Krishnamacharya was visited by a French medical team who 
wanted to verify that an experienced yogi could deliberately stop his heartbeat. 
For Śrī Krishnamacharya, this muchmarvelled-at examination was a rather 
bothersome demonstration, one that he undertook out of feeling responsible to 
validate yoga in the eyes of the skeptical scientific world.

[image: image]
B. K. S. Iyengar at age 24 demonstrating bhujapīdāsana.
Soon Krishnamacharya’s interest and work turned toward treating the sick, 
using Āyurveda and yoga as healing agents. He became increasingly well known, 
and in 1952 was summoned to Madras to treat a popular politician who had 
suffered a heart attack. Finally, Krishnamacharya settled in Madras with his 
family.
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Krishnamacharya at age 46 in samasthiti.
As well as his Indian students, more Westerners came to Madras to study. 
Gerard Blitz, who brought these teachings to Europe, was one of the first to 
seek out Krishnamacharya, as was Jean Klein, the Advaita teacher. In 1976, T. K. 
V. Desikachar, Krishnamacharya’s son and one of his closest disciples, founded 
the Krishnamacharya Yoga Mandiram, an institution where yoga is used to treat 
sick people, and is taught to both Indian and foreign students. Śrī 
Krishnamacharya was teaching and inspiring those around him until six weeks 
prior to his death in 1989.
Q: As both son and student of Śrī Krishnamacharya, you must have 
been one of the people closest to him and one of those who knew him best. Can 
you please tell us something about Krishnamacharya, the Sanskrit scholar, 
healer, and yogi?
A: The foremost reason my father became a scholar of Sanskrit 
was because of his family tradition. In the old days, people like my father’s 
forebears were well known as advisors, even to the kings. Nowadays we would call 
my father’s grandfather something like prime minister, for example, but at that 
time the position of prime minister was not a political one in the way that we 
now know it. He was rather an advisor who told the rulers what was right and 
what was wrong. For this purpose, these scholars naturally studied the old 
texts, which are all written in Sanskrit. So at that time it was perfectly 
normal for someone who grew up in the milieu in which my father did to become 
versed in Sanskrit; it was the language of these circles, just as today English 
is the language of technology.
In his formal education he had to learn Sanskrit well enough to be able to 
read and study the classic texts that describe the branches of the Vedas. Yoga 
is just one of those branches, but my father developed a special interest in 
yoga because his family was historically involved with yoga. One of his 
ancestors was the famous yogi Nathamuni. The interest in yoga is like a thread 
going right through the history of this family, and my father simply picked it 
up. His first teacher was his own father.
He pursued this interest further when he studied with great masters in the 
north of India, and he found his own special teacher, Ramamohan Brahmachari, in 
the region of Lake Manasarovar in the Himalayas. Krishnamacharya stayed with his 
teacher for nearly eight years. Ramamohan Brahmachari instructed him in the 
Yoga Sūtra and taught him how to help the sick by means of yoga. Much of 
what is seen as the uniqueness of my father’s work comes from this teacher.

[image: image]
Krishnamacharya teaching a Western student, 1954.
It is normal for someone with a family tradition like this to become a great 
Sanskrit scholar and to be versed in the literature and religion given to us in 
the Vedas. But because his teacher said to him, “You must spread the message of 
Yoga,” Krishnamacharya decided to become a yoga teacher. He turned down many 
offers of professorships—in Sanskrit, in logic, in Vedānta and other subjects. 
He immersed himself in everything he had been taught and finally became a guru. 
It was no easy matter—indeed there were inner struggles for him—but he did it.
Another important point was that, through his interest in religion, 
especially his own tradition of the Vaishnava, Krishnamacharya came across the 
teachings of some great yogis of South India. These people are called 
alvar, which means “someone who has come to us to rule.” Alvar direct the 
minds of other people and are regarded as an incarnation of God. Their greatness 
is bestowed upon them as babies, and many of them are not from Brahmin families 
but sometimes come from simple peasant families. They were born into the world 
as extraordinary people. Śrī Krishnamacharya studied the writings of these 
masters, which are in our language of Tamil, and so discovered the meaning of 
yoga as it is understood in the south of India. This is how he could combine the 
great teachings from the north, learned from his teacher in the Himalayas, with 
the great teachings of the south, which come from our Tamil masters, the alvar.
Q: Was it required at that time that someone taking this path 
should go to the Himalayas and live there with a master?
A: No, this was Krishnamacharya’s personal decision. He decided 
that he wanted to learn everything about the Vedic darśanas—the various systems 
of Indian thought—because some of his views were not accepted by his teachers. 
When he was attending lectures on Sāṃkhya and Mīmāṃsā in Mysore, he vowed he 
would go to the best universities in India and learn all there was to learn 
about various schools of Indian thought. In those days, the best place for 
studying these was Kashi, now known as Varanasi or Banaras so he went there. He 
was lucky to have the opportunity to go there, because the teachers there 
recognized his special abilities. It was in Banaras, where Krishnamacharya met a 
teacher named Ganganath-Jha who recommended he go to a great yoga teacher in the 
north. That is how he went to Tibet. It was not a requirement, but instead 
almost chance.
Q: And the healer Krishnamacharya?
A: For most people yoga is purely a spiritual discipline, but it 
is clear that for my father, yoga included other things as well. One of the 
biographies written about him relates how he was concerned with the sick even as 
a student. My father himself told me that once he was asked to come to the 
British governor, who suffered from diabetes. My father was able to help him, 
then left to continue his studies in the north, at Mount Kailash.
The ability to heal must have come from his own background. 
Probably it was his father who first gave him tips on how to treat diabetes and 
other illnesses, for in Nathamuni’s
Yoga Rahasya we find many remarks about the use of yoga in the treatment 
of sick people. Illness is an obstacle on the road to spiritual enlightenment; 
that is why you have to do something about it. There are many ways of treating 
sickness through yoga: sometimes a mantra is needed, sometimes a change of diet, 
sometimes certain āsanas, and sometimes prāṇāyāma. Probably Krishnamacharya had 
heard about all of this early in life and wanted to learn more about it. It 
became clear to him that if he wanted to learn more about healing, he would have 
to learn about Āyurveda. So he went to a well-known teacher named Krishna Kumar 
in Bengal and stayed with him in order to learn Āyurveda. Eventually, as well as 
knowing Nathamuni’s teachings about how to use yoga to promote good health, my 
father had all the knowledge of Āyurveda at his fingertips. This is how he knew 
the importance of the pulse for giving information about a person’s condition. 
He learned this from masters as well as by studying the old texts on the 
subject. Krishnamacharya always took the pulse of anyone who came to him; one of 
the first things he taught me was how to take someone’s pulse. Being able to 
diagnose a condition through taking the pulse and using Āyurveda and Nathamuni’s 
yogic health system were the means Krishnamacharya used when he gave advice on 
physical, mental, and spiritual wellness. So it is not surprising that he 
sometimes performed real miracles.

[image: image]
Desikachar making a diagnosis based on the pulse.
Q: What makes Krishnamacharya’s yoga so unique?
 A: What makes my father’s yoga teachings unique is his 
insistence on attending to each individual and to his or her uniqueness. If we 
respect each person individually, it naturally means we will always start from 
where each person currently is. The starting point is never the teacher’s needs 
but those of the student. This requires many different approaches; there is not 
just one approach for everybody. The way yoga is taught nowadays often gives the 
impression that there is 
one solution to everyone’s problems and one treatment for every illness. 
But yoga affects the mind, primarily, and each person’s mind is different. 
Indeed the culture and background of each person is different as well. In every 
case, my father chose what seemed necessary and useful: sometimes it might be 
āsanas, sometimes it was a prayer, sometimes he even told people to stop a 
certain yoga practice: then the healing occurred. There are many stories I could 
tell, all of which show the necessity for an individual approach to yoga. By 
this I do not mean that I have to give only private lessons, but I must create 
an atmosphere in my classes in which each student can find his or her own way to 
yoga. I have to realize that each of my students is not the same person today as 
they were yesterday, and not at all the same as when they came last week, 
perhaps with similar questions. This is the most important message my father 
passed on, and it is essentially the opposite of what is currently being taught 
in most places.
The essence of my father’s teachings is this: it is not that the 
person needs to accommodate him- or herself to yoga, but rather the yoga 
practice must be tailored to fit each person. I would even go so far as to say 
that this is what makes my father’s approach different from most of the others 
around today, where everything is well organized and you have to fit into a 
certain structure. With Krishnamacharya’s yoga there is no organization, and the 
individual must find her or his own structure.

[image: image]
Krishnamacharya and student performing eka pāda sarvāngāsana.
This implies that progress on the path of yoga means different things for 
different people. We must not obstruct this progress by deliberately setting 
certain goals. Yoga serves the individual, and does so through inviting 
transformation rather than by giving information. These are two very different 
things. For instance, this book gives information about various topics, but in 
order to bring about transformation, I would explain each topic in a different 
way to each person. My father taught us more ways to approach a person in yoga 
than I have found anywhere else. Who should teach whom? When? And what? These 
are the important questions to be asked in beginning a practice. But underlying 
all these is the most important question of all: How can the power of the breath 
be utilized? That is something quite exceptional; nowhere else is the breath 
given so much importance, and our work has proven that the breath is a wonder 
drug, if I may use this term.
[image: image]
Desikachar chanting with daughter Mekhala, age 10, accompanying 
on the vīnā, Germany, 1992.
Q: As well as the breath, you, like your father, use many sounds 
and mantra. Mantra belong to the Indian tradition. Can we in the West relate to 
this aspect of Krishnamacharya’s yoga?
A: You must understand the word mantra correctly. It is 
not a Hindu symbol but rather something much more universal: it is something 
that can bring a person’s mind to a higher plane. Sound has a lot of power; the 
voice has a tremendous influence. Just think about how an orator can capture an 
audience just by the way he speaks. In our Indian tradition we have made use of 
these qualities of sound. We use Sanskrit words, but your language too is made 
up of sounds. In India we use mantra because, by virtue of their religious 
tradition, they mean something to many people. But I would never use a mantra 
indiscriminately. We can always work within an individual’s tradition. What is 
universally true is that sounds can have a powerful influence on us. Our work 
proves this again and again.
Q: Can you say something about the concept of structuring your 
yoga practice intelligently—the concept of viṅyāsa krama?
A: First I must ask: What do you mean by “intelligently”? You 
are probably familiar with the argument that doing the headstand brings more 
blood into the head. Somebody who has the feeling that the blood supply to the 
head is not good enough then comes to the conclusion that the headstand is the 
best āsana for them. But first we should think this through. Do we all suffer 
from a deficient supply of blood to the head simply because we stand and walk 
upright? Suppose that someone is haunted by this idea so much that he begins to 
practice the headstand every day, if possible first thing in the morning, 
perhaps as the first or only āsana. Our experience in working with all kinds of 
people has taught us that people who do this eventually suffer from enormous 
problems in the neck, that then result in great tension and stiffness in that 
area and a decreased supply of blood to the whole musculature of the 
neck—precisely the opposite of what they hoped they would achieve.
An intelligent approach to yoga practice means that, before you 
begin, you are clear about the various aspects of the āsana you wish to 
practice, and know how to prepare for them in such a way that you reduce or 
negate any undesired effects. With regard to the headstand, for example, the 
questions are: Is my neck prepared for this? Can I breathe well in the āsana? Is 
my back strong enough to raise the entire weight of my legs? To approach your 
practice intelligently means to know all the implications of what you want to 
do, whether that be āsana or prāṇāyāma, and to make appropriate preparations and 
adjustments. It is not enough to jump if you want to reach the sky. Taking an 
intelligent approach means working toward your goal step by step. If you want to 
travel overseas, the first thing you need is a passport. Then you need visas for 
the countries you intend to visit, and so forth. The simple fact that you want 
to go there does not make the trip possible. All learning follows this pattern.
Q: How did Krishnamacharya see the significance of āsanas in the 
practice of yoga?
A: My father never saw yoga simply as a physical practice. Yoga 
was much more about reaching the highest, which for him was God. So for 
Krishnamacharya, yoga meant taking steps that would lead to God in order to 
become one with God. This path demands much from those who follow it: a strong 
will, trust, and the ability keep up one’s efforts constantly. Illness is 
definitely not a good companion on the way, for it can distract the attention; 
instead of being devoted to God we can think only of our physical pains. The 
steps in yoga that are concerned with the physical body are steps that should 
enable us to go the whole way, not the other way around. It is not a matter of 
making the body the center of all activities, nor of depriving it altogether. 
Yoga for one person can mean becoming healthy again through the practice of 
āsanas; for someone else it can mean finding help in preparing for 
death—certainly not through practicing āsanas, but rather by finding a way of 
reaching a peaceful state of mind where there are no feelings of guilt or blame. 
Perhaps in this case I would teach the person to pray. For a child it is 
interesting and meaningful to have a lot of physical exertion—but why should I 
teach an eighty-year-old person to do a headstand or sit in the lotus posture?
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Krishnamacharya’s student, the marāhājah of Kolhapur, 
demonstrating bharadvājasana, 1940.
Yoga is primarily a practice intended to make someone wiser, 
more able to understand things than they were before. If āsanas help in this, 
terrific! If not, then some other means can be found instead. The goal is always 
bhakti or, to put it in my father’s words, to approach the highest intelligence, 
namely, God.
Q: When Śrī Krishnamacharya was teaching, his explanations were 
always closely linked to the old texts. There was scarcely one explanation that 
did not contain a reference to an appropriate quotation from one of the writings 
of the sages of old. Was there one work that was most central to his teaching?
A: The most important yoga text as far as my father was 
concerned was always Patañjali’s
Yoga Sūtra. The other texts were certainly useful, but there was no doubt 
in his mind concerning the relevance of the 
Yoga Sūtra. Another text that was important to him was Nathamuni’s
Yoga Rahasya. In that text there are hints on practical procedures; it is 
a book much concerned with the question of how yoga can be adapted to each 
individual. There is a lot of detailed information about breathing in the 
āsanas, for example. The 
Yoga Rahasya contains a wealth of information that is not given in the 
Yoga Sūtra. Furthermore, Nathamuni’s text places great emphasis on 
bhakti, devotion to God. The 
Bhagavad Gītā is also a great yoga text. It emphasizes the thought that 
the way to the highest power does not mean that we should neglect or refuse to 
carry out our duties in life. This is what makes the 
Bhagavad Gītā unique. It tells us that our search should not be a flight 
from life. For anyone to whom the Vedas is important, the 
Bhagavad Gītā is a significant text. It relates many of the things from 
the Upaniṣads in a way that is easy to understand, and surprisingly enough, it 
contains important hints on things like breathing techniques and nutrition. In 
details like this the 
Bhagavad Gītā is much clearer and more precise than the 
Yoga Sūtra. A text like the Haṭha
Yoga Pradīpikā contains a lot of good information, yet the essential text 
is still Patañjali’s
Yoga Sūtra. Understanding the Yoga Sūtra is a lifelong task. Each 
time you read it you can see something more, something different. I studied it 
eight times with my father, and I think my father went on studying it throughout 
his life. Each time he went through the 
Yoga Sūtra with me he could say something new about it. His last 
commentary on this text, written from 1984–1986, contained thoughts that he had 
never expressed before. In 1961 I studied the verse regarding 
nābhicakra with him,1 
but how much more information about the human body he put in his later 
commentary on this same verse! The 
Yoga Sūtra is an inspired text on all levels, whether about the body, the 
breath, or the mind.
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Krishnamacharya and his family.
Besides Nathamuni’s Yoga Rahasya, which goes into more 
detail and emphasizes the theme of bhakti, the Yoga Sūtra was the seminal 
text for Krishnamacharya.
Q: Śrī Krishnamacharya was a family man and had six children. 
Can you say a few words about his family life?
A: My father was a very concerned person. He wanted all of us to 
do yoga and know everything he knew. At the same time, he found time to take 
care of our needs. I remember him taking us to the cinema when I was eight years 
old. But somehow we children were much closer to our mother. She was the one we 
usually went to when we needed something.
Q: What part did yoga play in the family?
A: Whether we liked it or not, we all did yoga. Everyone, 
including my mother and my three sisters, practiced āsanas. I remember seeing my 
mother doing āsanas, prāṇāyāma, and meditation when she was expecting my younger 
sister. I was the least interested, I must confess. When my father was around, 
though, I pretended to practice āsanas. My elder brother was the expert.
Q: Contrary to the trends of the time, your father did a lot to 
promote yoga for women, and your mother practiced regularly.
A: Yes. How she learned so much, I do not know. She must have 
picked it up from Father, who taught at home. I never saw him actually teach 
her, but she was able to correct all our practices. She knew all the texts by 
heart, even though she did not have much schooling. Her sister was adept at yoga 
too. She used to accompany Father on his lecture tours. And my sisters helped 
Father in his classes; my youngest sister now teaches yoga. Some of our women 
teachers are former students of his, including my wife. The well-known American 
yoga teacher Indra Devi studied yoga with my father in 1937.

[image: image]
Namagiriamma, Krishnamacharya’s wife, demonstrating mahāmudrā.
Q: It is interesting that your father chose family life rather 
than the life of a sannyāsin. What was his attitude toward sannyāsin?
A: To be a sannyāsin means to give yourself totally to a higher 
power, to God. I think my father was a great example of that. There was never 
any doubt that he felt that it was not he himself who did things. He regarded 
himself as powerless, and it was always the power of his teacher or God that 
worked through him. He always claimed that everything he said and did came from 
his teacher and from God. He never claimed to have discovered anything, but 
always said: “Nothing is mine; it all comes from my teacher or from God.” To me, 
that is sannyāsa. You cannot be a sannyāsin and at the same time say you 
discovered something yourself. To be a sannyāsin means to lay all that you do at 
the feet of your teacher or God. My father was an example of this. Those who met 
him often saw him take his teacher’s sandals a young desikachar with his and lay 
them on his head as a way of saying that he felt he was small, sister and 
brother demonstrat-smaller than the feet of his teacher. I think my father was a 
sannyāsin par excellence, and yet he was also a family man; he never experienced 
any contradiction between living with his family and living in the true spirit 
of a sannyāsin.
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A young Desikachar with his sister and brother demonstrating bharadvājāsana at a 
public lecture.
Sannyāsa in the sense of wearing orange robes, never staying 
long in one place but wandering about and begging for food was, in my father’s 
opinion, no longer appropriate for our times. Manu, one of our great scholars, 
used to say that in these times of kaliyuga, sannyāsa has become impossible. My 
father’s teacher told him that he must lead a family life, and Nathamuni says 
that family life is the most important part of one’s existence. By that he does 
not just mean having children, but living as others do and having 
responsibilities. Even the Upaniṣads do not insist on sannyāsa in the formal 
sense of the word. The Bhagavad Gītā 
places no great value on sannyāsa. In it, Arjuna comes to see that he should 
involve himself in life and not run away from his tasks. Perhaps it is 
appropriate for those who have carried out all the tasks they have to do in the 
world to choose the way of sannyāsa, but there are not many like this. What was 
traditionally understood by the term 
sannyāsa is nowadays no longer possible.
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Krishnamacharya with his grandsons Bhushan and Kausthub and their 
mother Mrs. Menaka Desikachar on the occasion of their brahmopadeśam or sacred 
thread ceremony, 1983.
Q: You studied with your father for more than twenty-five years. 
How did you come to be a student of your father’s?
A: First of all, it is not quite accurate to say that I studied 
with him for twenty-five years. To say that gives the impression that I was like 
a student at university where the whole day is filled with studying. No, I lived 
with him for twenty-five adult years and during that time I also studied with 
him. In this way, studying with my father was like going to a foreign country 
and slowly becoming familiar with the language, customs, and habits of the 
people there. That is how I learned from him. He taught me how to understand the 
important texts such as the Upaniṣads. I learned how to recite these texts and 
how to interpret them. He told me what I had to learn and decided what I should 
teach. For instance, when I was wondering whether to accept an invitation from 
the European Union of Yoga, he said, “Go to the yoga conference in Switzerland!” 
and I went. He told me to go and teach Krishnamurthi, and so I did, and my 
father told me how I should do that.
Living with him, being with him, seeing him, eating with him, 
and so forth were the most important aspects of my life. I studied with him too, 
which is how I can now explain this and that to you from the Yoga Sūtra. 
But my explanations contain more of my experience with him, my shared life with 
him, than his words themselves. All that has been a great gift for me. 
Everything happened in our house: his treatments, his teaching, our family life, 
everything. That was the essential part of my “study” with him.
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Krishnamacharya at 100 years old with Desikachar.
Q: What was his instruction like? How did he teach you and what 
did you learn?
A: I learned āsanas, but I only needed to work on them for six 
months or so. I was twenty-five and very flexible. He often took me with him to 
lectures and I had to demonstrate the āsanas to the audience as he explained 
their particular details. He told me how I had to perform them, and I did what 
he said.
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A young Desikachar demonstrating padma mayūrāsana at a public 
lecture.
I did not find the āsanas difficult, and my own āsana practice 
did not play an important part in his instruction. Much more time was taken up 
with the study of texts, learning to read pulses, working with sick people, and 
learning the important principles for teaching yoga. I had to teach first, and 
afterward ask questions. For example, I did not know how to teach yoga to 
pregnant women, so I asked him and he gave me advice. He watched my students 
closely and he watched my work with them closely. Even in 1989, the year in 
which he died, I never hesitated to ask him for advice, and he always gave me an 
answer.
When I first began studying with him he sometimes said: “What 
you are teaching at the moment is wrong.” He said this in front of the students, 
but I did not feel any shame. On the contrary, I was happy that mistakes would 
thus be avoided. My students were not in the least put off by this practice. It 
was rather seen as good fortune to be given advice by the teacher. The 
well-being of the students was always central to our teaching, and I had no 
problem in telling them that I would have to ask my father for advice because I 
did not know enough myself. And my father was always very kind and told me what 
was to be done. This way of teaching requires kindness from the teacher and much 
modesty and humility on the part of the student. I can say that living with him 
and being able to observe and experience him working, treating himself when he 
was sick, preparing his meals and carrying out other rituals—all of this was the 
real yoga instruction that I received from him.
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Sharing a verse from the Ramāyāna.
Of course there was the study of texts too, which took much more 
time than āsana technique because once you have understood this there is nothing 
more to say about it. The texts provide the content of your practice and make 
what you are doing comprehensible. The study of certain texts was compulsory, 
and here too the relationship between teacher and pupil was beyond question. 
First I had to learn the text he chose by heart. These texts are recited in a 
particular way. There are certain rules, and there is a game made of listening 
and repeating them as you learn them. Only after you have learned them by heart 
are they explained, and the explanations are given in the way the teacher thinks 
appropriate for each student. Instruction like this is only possible when you 
live with your teacher. In earlier days this was indeed the only way teachers 
could pass on the old texts at all.
Q: Nowadays it is not so easy to live in such close proximity 
with your teacher. What can we do?
A: I see a great difference between the struggle my father had 
to follow his path and the comfort I had in learning yoga. He left his home and 
went north into Tibet, far away from his people and culture, and stayed there 
for eight years. I scarcely had to take a couple of steps to receive my 
instruction. We lived in the same house. At first I divided my time between work 
and study. Perhaps I missed out on something by doing it like this, but my 
father wanted it this way.
I think that we do not necessarily have to live with a teacher 
nowadays. We should rather work in our own environment and then meet our teacher 
from time to time in order to find a point of reference. Having a point of 
reference is absolutely necessary. We need somebody who can hold a mirror in 
front of us. Otherwise we very quickly begin to imagine that we are perfect and 
know it all. This personal connection cannot be replaced by books or videos. 
There must be a relationship, a real relationship, one that is based on trust.
Q: Can you tell us something about your relationship with your 
teacher?
A: My father was my teacher and he was a very lovely person. We 
were fifty years apart in age, so there was a great difference between us. His 
education and background were very different from mine, but what I remember most 
is that he always came to my level in working with me. I am a Western-educated 
person and he was a traditional teacher. He saw that I was different so he 
adapted his teachings to me. I took that as a great example of what we can do as 
teachers for others.
The fact that I was his son never interfered in the 
relationship, even though the relationship between a father and a son is 
different from the relationship between a teacher and a student. We were living 
in the same house with all our family members and others. I was a slow learner 
and would do stupid things, yet he never gave me any indication that I was 
lacking. He would only say words in support of me, such as, “You do not have the 
background I have,” and he would patiently persevere with me.
Q: Was the father/son relationship there also?
A: When he was a teacher, he was a teacher. He would expect me 
to be on time. If he asked me to sit I would sit. That is the Indian tradition. 
He had the ability to separate the teacher relationship from the father 
relationship. I also spent a lot of time as his son, doing the natural things 
that a father and son do together.
Q: There is much interest these days in understanding 
nondualism. Some teachers say that is all that is needed. What is the difference 
between the way your father taught and Advaita Vedānta?
A: My father said about advaita, and I quote, “The word
advaita has two parts, a- and dvaita.” So to realize 
advaita we should first realize dvaita. It is a very interesting idea. In other 
words, to realize advaita, nondualism, one must first realize dvaita, dualism. 
We must start with the reality of our situation. Most of us are in dualism, and 
we have to accept duality and start from duality before it can become one, 
before we can know nonduality. Imagine: if there were only one, then there would 
not be the word or the concept of advaita. The concept of advaita itself implies 
two. Yoga links the two and through this link the two become one. That is 
advaita. So yoga is the step toward advaita. The two must be recognized, then 
brought together, otherwise even the advaita idea becomes an object. The moment 
I say I am an Advaitin, I am making the word
advaita into an object and I create division in myself. Yoga is the 
method and the approach to make this great realization a reality. That is why 
the greatest teacher of Advaita Vedañta, commented on the Yoga Sūtra, 
explaining the importance of yoga and emphasizing the importance of such things 
as 
nāda [sound] and bandha [a body lock]. He spoke of yoga as an 
important means for reaching that goal called advaita.
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Father and son.
Q: Many of today’s spiritual organizations teach some form of 
yoga as part of their recommended path. But many of these yoga practices seem to 
be quite different from your father’s recommendations, or they seem to emphasize 
certain aspects.
A: What finally matters is what a person perceives. If somebody 
is happier through what these great organizations provide, then membership is 
right for that person. I have good friends who have greatly benefited from 
belonging to such organizations. They are not my students but they have learned 
to practice yoga in my father’s way. Their lives in these organizations have 
become much richer and brighter through practicing yoga.
Q: There is a wide variety of yoga practices taught, and talk of 
many different kinds of yoga. Why is this?
A: Because yoga is not fixed. Yoga is creation. I know the way 
that you teach will be different from the way I teach, and the way I teach is 
different from the way my father taught. We all have different experiences, 
different backgrounds, different perspectives on yoga and why it is important 
for us. So it is not a surprise that different people find different things 
through the same yoga teaching. Even in our own yoga institution different 
teachers will teach in different ways according to their own perspective and 
priorities and interests in yoga. The Yoga Sūtra says that each person 
gets different things from the same teaching based on his or her own 
perspective. There is nothing wrong with this. This is how it is.
Q: It seems a little unusual however that several teachers–all 
of whom were students of your father, Krishnamacharya–have very different 
methods of teaching.
A: Well, here there are two questions: How long was their 
association with my father? And how much did they have to be on their own when 
they were called upon to teach? My association with my father was very long. I 
observed him teaching others at different stages of his life from 1960 to almost 
the end of his life. He was teaching different people in different ways 
according to their needs, their age, their health, and so on. This taught me a 
lot of things. Further, for those thirty years I was exposed to many aspects of 
his teaching. I had the real thing day after day, so I could absorb much of his 
teaching and at the same time I could always go back to him with questions and 
case studies. In that way he would help me with my teaching. Take your own case, 
for example. If you had some health problem, I could easily go and ask my father 
for help. So I had an enormous exposure that others who are now teaching were 
not able to enjoy. When called upon they found other ways of teaching, which is 
fine.
Q: Can yoga be taught in a class situation or should it always 
be one-on-one with the teacher?
A: Many things can be taught in a class situation. Often the 
group support for people who share the same interests or difficulties can be 
very helpful, as in the group for patients of bypass surgery that we teach here 
at the 
mandiram. As my father said, however, we are not magicians, and it is not 
easy to handle many people at the same time. In yoga, the purpose is to bring 
some change, and the teacher is the reference point. You always remember what 
the teacher told you—not what you read in the book or what he spoke in the 
class, but what he told 
you. You need the teacher, you need the intimacy. Yoga is intimate. There 
is no yoga between one and a million; yoga is between two—the teacher and the 
student. In the Upaniṣads it is beautifully stated: In education the first 
requirement is the teacher, the second is the student. What should happen 
between them is learning. How it should happen is through the constant teaching 
of that which will be relevant to the student. That is education.
Q: Sometimes yoga is described as being a long and arduous task 
toward achieving a goal. What do you think?
A: It depends on what the goal is. Most often, people are doing 
yoga for some simple reason, and they progress into more involved, step-by-step 
practices. Each step can be enjoyable, fitted to the reality of where each 
person is now. As my father said, if you go step by step, there will be no 
problems. Enjoy each step. Trying to leap many steps at once can be a problem.
Q: Can anyone practice yoga?
A: Anybody who wants to can practice yoga. Anybody can breathe; 
therefore anybody can practice yoga. But no one can practice every kind of yoga. 
It has to be the right yoga for the person. The student and teacher meet and 
decide on a program that is acceptable and suitable to the person.
Q: All over the world there are many teachers who are known to 
be gurus. Many are from India, and others are not. There is a popular 
understanding now of the word 
guru. From the yoga tradition, what is a guru?
A: A guru is not one who has a following. A guru is one who can 
show me the way. Suppose I’m in the forest and somehow I’ve lost my way. Then 
I’ll ask a person, “Is this the way -home?” That person might say, “Yes, you go 
this way.” I say, “Thank you,” and I go my way. That is a guru.
There is an image in the world today that the guru has a 
following and his students follow him like the Pied Piper. That is not good. The 
true guru shows you the way. You go your way and then you’re on your own, 
because you know your place and you are grateful. I can always thank my guru 
naturally and enjoy the relationship, but I do not have to follow him around, 
because then I am not in my own place. Following the guru’s destination is 
another way of losing yourself. The yoga concept of 
svadharma means “your own dharma” or “your own way.” If you try to do 
somebody else’s dharma, trouble happens. The guru helps you find your own 
dharma.
Q: Was your father a guru?
A: He never said so, but many people think so.
Q: Why did he never say that of himself?
A: That’s a delicate question, but since he is my father, I can 
tell you. The guru is not one who says, “I am the guru.” There are great stories 
in the Upaniṣads of the guru who rejected the very idea of teaching. One of the 
qualities of a person who is clear, who is wise, is not to need to say “I am 
clear, I am wise.” There is no need to say this. The person knows the way and he 
or she shows the way. It is simple. Humility is one of the qualities of a clear 
person—there is nothing to prove to anybody. My father was like this.
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Children performing āsanas at the Krishnamacharya Yoga Mandiram.
Q: In 1976 the Krishnamacharya Yoga Mandiram was set up in 
Madras. What kind of work is carried out there?
A: We do essentially three things: First, we are available to 
anyone seeking help. Among those who come to us are people who have problems or 
those who are sick. This follows my father’s tradition; throughout his life as a 
teacher he was again and again asked for advice and help by people suffering 
from all sorts of illnesses. It was not our intention that this focus on working 
with the sick should come to be such a big part of the mandiram’s activities, 
but now we are recognized as an institution by the Department of Health.
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Teaching the children’s teachers, an important activity at the 
mandiram.
Second, we offer instruction to anyone who asks for it. If someone wants to 
know about yoga, they can come and learn here. By instruction I do not mean just 
instruction in āsanas. Yoga instruction at the mandiram includes learning about 
the whole spiritual and cultural heritage of India. We give classes in the 
recitation of Vedic texts and there are classes on the important ancient texts 
such as the Upaniṣads, the 
Yoga Sūtra, and the Yoga Rahasya.
The third area in which we work is in research and study projects. More by 
chance than anything else, we have begun asking ourselves how the various 
aspects of yoga can be investigated more closely. We are doing this so as to 
make our work in some way or other more comparable with other systems. For 
example, we have carried out research on the treatment of back pain and on our 
work with mentally handicapped people. Another project on which we are working 
is how to present my father’s teachings to the public.
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Desikachar teaching.

[image: image]
Krishnamacharya, 1966.
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Krishnamacharya with his son Shribhasyam in ardha dhanurāsana.
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Krishnamacharya with student in trikonāsana.

PART 
I
The Practice of Yoga

[image: image]
Krishnamacharya lecturing while a student demonstrates 
Sarvāngāsana.
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Krishnamacharya at age 46 demonstrating utthita pārśva koṇāsana.
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A young Desikachar demonstrates vimānāsana.
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Krishnamacharya in svastikāsana.
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Krishnamacharya demonstrating a variation of vajrāsana.
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Krishnamacharya in samasthiti.


1
Yoga: Concept and Meaning
To begin, I should like to share some 
thoughts that might help us understand the many different meanings of the word 
yoga. Yoga is one of the six fundamental systems of Indian thought collectively 
known as 
darśana; the other five darśana are nyāya, vaiśeṣika, sāṃkhya, mīmāmsā, 
and 
vedānta.1. 
The word
Darśana is derived from the Sanskrit root dṛs, which translates as 
“to see.” 
Darśana therefore means “sight,” “view,” “point of view,” or even “a 
certain way of seeing.” But beyond these lie another meaning; to understand this 
one we must conjure an image of a mirror with which we can look inside 
ourselves. And in fact all the great texts introduce us to ways of seeing that 
create opportunities for us to recognize ourselves better. We look deeper inside 
ourselves as we come to terms with the teachings. As one of the six darśanas, 
yoga has its origins in the Vedas, the oldest record of Indian culture. It was 
systematized as a special darśana by the great Indian sage Patañjali in the 
Yoga Sūtra. Although this work was followed by many other important texts 
on yoga, Patañjali’s
Yoga Sūtra is certainly the most significant.
Many different interpretations of the word yoga have been handed down over 
the centuries. One of these is “to come together,” “to unite.” Another meaning 
of the word 
yoga is “to tie the strands of the mind together.” These two definitions 
may at first glance seem very different, but really they are speaking about the 
same thing. While “coming together” gives us a physical interpretation of the 
word 
yoga, an example of tying the strands of the mind together is the 
directing of our thoughts toward the yoga session before we take on an actual 
practice. Once those mental strands come together to form an intention, we are 
ready to begin the physical work.
A further meaning of the word yoga is “to attain what was previously 
unattainable.” The starting point for this thought is that there is something 
that we are today unable to do; when we find the means for bringing that desire 
into action, that step is yoga. In fact, every change is yoga. For example, when 
we find a way to bend the body forward and touch our toes, or learn the meaning 
of the word 
yoga with the help of a text, or gain more understanding of ourselves or 
others through a discussion, we have reached a point where we have never been 
before. Each of these movements and changes is yoga.
Another aspect of yoga has to do with our actions. Yoga therefore also 
means acting in such a way that all of our attention is directed toward the 
activity in which we are currently engaged. Suppose for example that while I am 
writing, one part of my mind is thinking about what I want to say while another 
part is thinking about something entirely different. The more I am focused on my 
writing, the greater my attentiveness to my action in this moment. The exact 
opposite might also occur: I might begin writing with great attention, but as I 
continue to write my attention begins to waver. I might begin to think about the 
plans I have for the day tomorrow, or what is cooking for dinner. It then 
appears as if I am acting with attentiveness, but really I am paying little 
attention to the task at hand. I am functioning, but I am not present. Yoga 
attempts to create a state in which we are always present—really present—in 
every action, in every moment.
The advantage of attentiveness is that we perform each task better and at the 
same time are conscious of our actions. The possibility of making mistakes 
becomes correspondingly smaller the more our attention develops. When we are 
attentive to our actions we are not prisoners to our habits; we do not need to 
do something today simply because we did it yesterday. Instead there is the 
possibility of considering our actions fresh and so avoiding thoughtless 
repetition.
Another classic definition of yoga is “to be one with the divine.” It 
does not matter what name we use for the divine—God, Allah, Īśvara, or 
whatever—anything that brings us closer to understanding that there is a power 
higher and greater than ourselves is yoga. When we feel in harmony with that 
higher power, that too is yoga.
So we see that there are many possible ways of understanding the meaning of 
the word 
yoga. Yoga has its roots in Indian thought, but its content is universal 
because it is about the means by which we can make the changes we desire in our 
lives. The actual practice of yoga takes each person in a different direction. 
It is not necessary to subscribe to any particular ideas of God in order to 
follow the yoga path. The practice of yoga only requires us to act and to be 
attentive to our actions. Each of us is required to pay careful attention to the 
direction we are taking so that we know where we are going and how we are going 
to get there; this careful observation will enable us to discover something new. 
Whether this discovery leads to a better understanding of God, to greater 
contentment, or to a new goal is a completely personal matter. When we begin 
discussing
āsanas, the physical exercises of yoga, we shall see how the various 
ideas implicit in the meaning of the word 
yoga can be incorporated into our practice.
Where and how does the practice of yoga begin? Should we always begin on the 
physical level? I would say that where we begin depends on our personal 
interests. There are many ways of practicing yoga, and gradually the interest in 
one path will lead to another. So it could be that we begin by studying the 
Yoga Sūtra or by meditating. Or we may instead begin with practicing 
āsanas and so start to understand yoga through the experience of the body. We 
can also begin with prāṇāyāma, feeling the breath as the movement of our inner 
being. There are no prescriptions regarding where and how our practice should 
begin.
Books or yoga classes often give the impression that there are prerequisites 
for the study of yoga. We may be told that we should not smoke, or that we 
should be vegetarian, or that we should give away all our worldly goods. Such 
ways of behaving are admirable only if they originate within us—and they may as 
a result of yoga—but not if they are imposed from outside. For instance, many 
people who smoke give up the habit once they begin a yoga practice. As result of 
their practice they no longer want to smoke; they do not give up smoking in 
order to practice yoga. We begin where we are and how we are, and whatever 
happens, happens.
When we begin studying yoga—whether by way of āsanas, prāṇāyāma, meditation, 
or studying the 
Yoga Sūtra—the way in which we learn is the same. The more we progress, 
the more we become aware of the holistic nature of our being, realizing that we 
are made of body, breath, mind, and more. Many people who start studying yoga by 
practicing āsanas continue to learn more poses until the only meaning of yoga 
for them lies in physical exercise. We can liken this to a man who strengthens 
only one arm and lets the other one become weak. Similarly, there are people who 
intellectualize the idea of yoga; they write wonderful books and speak 
brilliantly about complicated ideas such as 
prakrti and ātman, but when they are writing or speaking they 
cannot sit erect for even a few minutes. So let us not forget, we can begin 
practicing yoga from any starting point, but if we are to be complete human 
beings we must incorporate all aspects of ourselves, and do so step by step. In 
the 
Yoga Sūtra, Patañjali emphasizes all aspects of human life, including our 
relationships with others, our behavior, our health, our breathing, and our 
meditation path.
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Krishnamacharya demonstrating eka pāda ūrdhva prasṛta pādāsana 
variations.

2
The Foundations of Yoga Practice
To explain yoga I shall refer to the 
ideas expressed in Patañjali’s
Yoga Sūtra, the guide to yogic practice that I prefer to any other text 
on yoga. In a certain way the 
Yoga Sūtra is more universal than any other text because it focuses on 
the mind—what its qualities are and how we can influence it. As defined in the 
Yoga Sūtra, yoga is the ability to direct the mind without distraction or 
interruption. No one can deny that such a process is beneficial to all people 
for living a focused and productive life. Other yoga texts talk about God, 
consciousness, and other such concepts that are not necessarily accepted by or 
consisent with various philosophies and religions. If I understand yoga as a 
path that is accessible to every human being, then it seems perfectly natural 
that my discussion be based on the 
Yoga Sūtra precisely because questions about the qualities of mind are 
universal ones. Speaking in terms of God or a Supreme Being often disturbs 
people, regardless of whether they accept or reject the notion. Patañjali’s
Yoga Sūtra is exceptionally open, which is in part what makes it so 
profound. The notion of God is neither rejected nor forced on anyone. For this 
reason I think the Yoga Sūtra makes yoga more comprehensible than any 
other text.
Perception and Action
An important concept from Patañjali’s Yoga Sūtra has to 
do with the way we perceive things, and it explains why we are always getting 
into difficulties in life. If we know how we create such problems, we can also 
learn how to free ourselves of them.
How does our perception work? We often determine that we have seen a 
situation “correctly” and act according to that perception. In reality, however, 
we have deceived ourselves, and our actions may thus bring misfortune to 
ourselves or others. Just as difficult is the situation in which we doubt our 
understanding of a situation when it is actually correct, and for that reason we 
take no action, even though doing so would be beneficial.
 
The Yoga Sūtra uses the term avidyā to describe these two ends 
of the spectrum of experience. Avidyā literally means “incorrect comprehension,” 
describing a false perception or a misapprehension. Avidyā confuses the gross 
with the subtle. The opposite of avidyā is
vidyā, “correct understanding.”1
Now what is this avidyā that is so deeply rooted in us? Avidyā can be 
understood as the accumulated result of our many unconscious actions, the 
actions and ways of perceiving that we have been mechanically carrying out for 
years. As a result of these unconscious responses, the mind becomes more and 
more dependent on habits until we accept the actions of yesterday as the norms 
of today. Such habituation in our action and perception is called
saṃskāra. These habits cover the mind with avidyā, as if obscuring the 
clarity of consciousness with a filmy layer.
If we are sure we do not clearly understand a given situation, generally 
speaking we do not act decisively. But if we are clear in our understanding we 
will act and it will go well for us. Such an action stems from a deep level of 
perception. In contrast, avidyā is distinguished by superficial perception. I 
think I see something correctly, so I take a particular action and then later 
have to admit that I was mistaken and that my actions have not proved 
beneficial. So we have two levels of perception: One is deep within us and free 
of this film of avidyā, the other is superficial and obscured by avidyā. Just as 
our eye is transparent and clear and should not itself be tinted if it is to see 
colors accurately, so should our perception be like a crystal-clear mirror. The 
goal of yoga is to reduce the film of avidyā in order to act correctly.
The Branches of Avidyā
We seldom have an immediate and direct sense that our perception 
is wrong or clouded. Avidyā seldom is expressed as avidyā itself. Indeed, one of 
the characteristics of avidyā is that it remains hidden from us. Easier to 
identify are the characteristics of avidyā’s branches. If we notice that these 
are alive in us, then we can recognize the presence of avidyā.
The first branch of avidyā is what we often call the ego. It pushes us into 
thoughts such as “I have to be better than other people,” “I am the greatest,” 
“I know that I’m right.” This branch is called 
asmitā in the Yoga Sūtra.
The second branch of avidyā expresses itself in making demands. This branch 
is called 
rāga. We want something today because it was pleasant yesterday, not 
because we really need it today. Yesterday I had a glass of fruit juice that 
tasted delicious and gave me the energy I needed. Today something in me says: “I 
want another glass of this sweet juice,” even though I do not really need it 
today and it may not even be good for me. We want things we do not have. What we 
do have is not enough and we want more of it. We want to keep what we are asked 
to give away. This is rāga.
Dveṣa, the third branch of avidyā, is in a certain way the opposite of 
rāga. Dveṣa expresses itself by rejecting things. We have a difficult experience 
and are afraid of repeating it, so we reject the people, the thoughts, and the 
settings that relate to that experience, assuming they will bring us pain again. 
Dveṣa also causes us to reject those things with which we are not familiar, even 
though we have no history with them, negative or positive. These forms of 
rejection are the expressions of dveṣa.
Finally, there is abhiniveśa, fear. This is perhaps the most secret 
aspect of avidya and its expression is found on many levels of our everyday 
life. We feel uncertain. We have doubts about our position in life. We are 
afraid that people will judge us negatively. We feel uncertain when our 
lifestyle is upset. We do not want to grow old. All these feelings are 
expressions of abhiniveśa, the fourth branch of avidyā.
These four branches of avidyā, singly or together, cloud our perceptions. 
Through them avidyā is constantly active in our subconscious mind and as a 
result of this activity we end up feeling dissatisfied. For example, if āsanas 
are being practiced in a class, we have a tendency to compare ourselves with 
others. We notice that someone is more limber than we are, and that comparison 
creates dissatisfaction. Yet the practice of āsanas is not a sporting contest. 
Just because one person can bend forward further than another does not 
necessarily mean that she is more advanced in her yoga practice. Such 
comparisons lead to a satisfaction that relies on a feeling of superiority, or 
to a dissatisfaction that stems from a sense of inferiority. Such 
dissatisfaction often weighs so heavily upon us that it constantly haunts us and 
will not leave us alone. In both cases the origin of our feelings remains hidden 
from us.
Let me give you another example of the persistence of avidyā. Suppose I make 
a mistake in a discussion regarding the Yoga Sūtra. Normally I would 
admit to the mistake and apologize. This time when my friend says that my 
opinions on this great text are wrong, I feel a pain deep inside myself. I feel 
sick. Perhaps, under the influence of asmitā, I try to prove that my friend is 
wrong and I am right. Or abhiniveśa may impell me to withdraw from the situation 
altogether. Either way, I reject that which challenges me instead of accepting 
the criticism and learning from the situation.
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Figure 1: Avidyā is the root cause of the obstacles that prevent 
us from recognizing things as they really are. The obstacles are asmitā (ego), 
rāga (attachment), dveṣa (refusal), and abhiniveśa (fear).
As long as the branches of avidyā are expanding there is a great chance that 
we will make false moves because we do not weigh things carefully and make sound 
judgments. When we perceive that problems have somehow arisen, we can assume 
that avidyā was instrumental in their making. Yoga decreases the effects of 
avidyā so that true understanding can take place.
We notice avidyā more by its absence than its presence. When we see something 
correctly there is a profound peace inside us—we feel no tension, no unrest, no 
agitation. For instance, when I am conscious of speaking slowly I sense that 
there is a spring from which quietness comes, and vidyā, clear understanding, is 
within me. But if I am not certain about what I am saying, I tend to speak too 
fast. I use unnecessary words and I might break off my sentences. So when our 
understanding is clear we feel quietness and calmness deep within us.
Constancy and Change
If we subscribe to yogic concepts, then everything that we see, 
experience, and feel is not illusion; it is true and real. Everything is real, 
including dreams, ideas, and fantasies. Even avidyā itself is real. This concept 
is called
satvāda.
Although in yoga everything we see and experience is true and real, all form 
and all content are in a constant state of flux. This concept of continual 
change is known as 
pariṇmavāda. The way we see things today does not have to be the way we 
saw them yesterday. That is because the situations, our relationship to them, 
and we ourselves have all changed in the interim. This notion of constant change 
suggests that we do not have to be discouraged by the existence of avidyā. If 
things go badly, they can always change for the better. Of course, they could 
always get worse too! We never know what may happen in life, and that is why it 
is important to be attentive. Whether things get better or worse depends to a 
considerable extent on our own actions. The recommendation of a regular yoga 
practice follows the principle that through practice we can learn to stay 
present in every moment, and thereby achieve much that we were previously 
incapable of.
Yoga subscribes to the notion that deep within us there is something that is 
also very real but, unlike everything else, is not subject to change. We call 
this wellspring 
puruṣa or 
draṣṭṛ, meaning “that which sees” or “that which can see correctly.” When we are 
swimming in a river and cannot see the bank, it is difficult to notice the 
current. We are moving so much with the river that we may scarcely see its flow. 
But if we go to the bank where we have firm ground it is much easier to see how 
the river is flowing.
Puruṣa denotes the position from which we can see; it is the power in us that 
enables us to perceive with accuracy. The practice of yoga encourages this 
unhampered seeing to simply happen. As long as our mind is covered by avidyā, 
our perceptions are clouded. It is when we feel quietness deep within us that we 
know we truly understand, and it is this kind of understanding that can have a 
strong, positive effect on our lives by leading us to right action. This true 
understanding, which results from decreasing avidyā, does not usually occur 
spontaneously. The body and mind are used to certain patterns of perception, and 
these tend to change gradually through yoga practice. It is said in the Yoga 
Sūtra that people alternately experience waves of clarity and cloudiness 
when first beginning a yoga practice. That is, we go through periods of clarity 
followed by times in which our mind and perception are quite lacking in clarity.2 
Over time there will be less cloudiness and more clarity. Recognizing this shift 
is a way to measure our progress.
One may ask, is it an expression of asmitā (the ego) when someone begins yoga 
because he or she wants to be better? Such a question may lead us to important 
discoveries about the meaning of avidyā. We are subject to avidyā, and when we 
notice that—directly or indirectly—it becomes clear to us that we have to do 
something about it. Sometimes our first step is the need to become better or 
feel more accomplished. It is no different from someone saying, “I am poor, but 
I’d like to become rich,” or “I’d like to become a doctor.” I doubt that there 
is anyone who really does not want to improve himself, and even if our first 
step springs from the desire to become better and is therefore rooted in the 
ego, it is still a right step because it takes us on to the first rung of the 
yoga ladder. Furthermore, we do not stay permanently committed to this initial 
goal of self-improvement. According to the Yoga Sūtra, the recognition 
and conquest of avidyā and its effects is the only ladder by which we can climb 
upward. The goal of wanting to make something better may be the first rung on 
the ladder. And it is indeed true that by practicing yoga we gradually improve 
our ability to concentrate and to be independent. We improve our health, our 
relationships, and everything we do. If we could begin above this first rung, 
this desire for self-betterment, then perhaps we would not need yoga.
How can we climb this ladder? In Patañjali’s Yoga Sūtra, three things 
are recommended to help us do this. The first is 
tapas. Tapas comes from the root word tap, to “heat” or “cleanse.” 
Tapas is a means by which we can keep ourselves healthy and cleanse ourselves 
inwardly. Tapas is often described as penance, mortification, and a strict diet. 
But its meaning in the Yoga Sūtra is the practice of āsanas and 
prāṇāyāma, that is, the physical and breathing exercises of yoga. These 
exercises help get rid of blocks and impurities in our system as well as giving 
us other benefits. By practicing āsanas and prāṇāyāma we are able to influence 
our whole system. It is the same principle as heating gold in order to purify 
it.
The second means by which we can discover the state of yoga is svādhyāya. 
Sva means “self” and adhyāya translates as “study or 
investigation.” With the help of svādhyāya we get to know ourselves. Who are we? 
What are we? What is our relationship to the world? It is not enough to keep 
ourselves healthy. We should know who we are and how we relate to other people. 
That is not easy, for we do not have such a clear mirror for our minds as we do 
for our bodies. But we can see a reflection of our mind as we read and study 
certain texts, as we discuss them and reflect upon them. That is especially so 
with great works such as the Yoga Sūtra, the Bible, the 
Mahābhārata, and the Koran. By studying texts like these we can see 
ourselves.
The third possible way suggested in the Yoga Sūtra to approach the 
state of yoga is īśvarapranidhānā. Usually this term is interpreted as “love of 
God,” but it also means a certain quality of action. Practicing prāṇāyāma and 
āsanas, keeping oneself healthy, and reflecting on oneself do not constitute all 
our actions. We also have to pursue our career, gain qualifications, and do 
everything else that is part of normal life. All these things should be done as 
well as possible. Yet we can never be sure of the fruit of our actions. That is 
why it is better to become slightly detached from our expectations and to pay 
more attention to the actions themselves.
Altogether, these three ways of being—health, inquiry, and quality of 
action—cover the entire spectrum of human endeavor. If we are healthy, know more 
about ourselves, and improve the quality of our actions, it is likely that we 
will make fewer mistakes. It is recommmended that we work in these three 
distinct areas in order to reduce avidyā. Together they are known as 
kriyā yoga, the yoga of action. Kriyā comes from the word 
kṛ, meaning “to do.” Yoga is not passive. We have to participate in life. 
To do this well we can work on ourselves.
I have already explained that yoga is a state in which two things are joined 
into one. I also said that yoga means attentiveness in action, which is 
necessary if we want to achieve a point or a posture that was previously 
unattainable. The yoga of action, kriyā yoga, is the means by which we achieve 
yoga as a state of being. Although it is only one part of yoga, kriyā yoga is 
the practical branch of yoga that can lead to a change for the better in all 
aspects of our life.
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Krishnamacharya in śalabhāsana variations.


3
The Principles of Āsana Practice
The practice of yoga gives us the 
chance to experience the many different meanings of the word yoga. We have 
already described yoga as a movement from one point to another, higher one that 
was previously beyond our reach. It doesn’t matter whether this shift comes 
about through practicing āsanas, through study and reading, or through 
meditation—it is still yoga.
In our practice we concentrate on the body, the breath, and the mind. Our 
senses are included as part of the mind. Although it theoretically appears 
possible for body, breath, and mind to work independent of one another, the 
purpose of yoga is to unify their actions. It is primarily the physical aspect 
of our practice that people see as yoga. They will rarely notice how we breathe, 
how we feel the breath, and how we coordinate our breathing with our physical 
movement; they tend to only see our flexibility and suppleness. Some may want to 
know how many āsanas we have mastered or how many minutes we can stay in a 
headstand.
Much more important than these outer manifestations is the way we feel 
the postures and the breath. The principles that follow are ages old, developed 
by many generations of great yoga teachers. These principles describe in detail 
the āsanas and the breath and, above all, how they relate to each other. They 
also establish guidelines for prāṇāyāma, the breathing techniques that will be 
described in a later chapter.
What is an āsana? Āsana translates as “posture.” The word is derived 
from the Sanskrit root 
as which means “to stay,” “to be,” “to sit,” or “to be established in a 
particular position.” Patañjali’s Yoga Sūtra describes an āsana as having 
two important qualities: 
sthira and sukha.1 
Sthira is steadiness and alertness. Sukha refers to the ability to remain 
comfortable in a posture. Both qualities should be present to the same degree 
when practicing any posture. Neither sukha nor sthira are present when we sit 
with crossed legs for a photograph if we have to stretch them out again 
immediately afterward because they are hurting. Even if we achieve the 
steadiness and alertness of sthira there must also be the comfort and lightness 
of sukha, and both must be present for a certain length of time. Without both 
these qualities there is no āsana. This principle of yoga is fulfilled only when 
we have practiced a particular āsana for a certain period of time and feel alert 
and unstressed as we practice it. The following precepts only serve to ensure 
that every āsana is practiced with both sthira and sukha.
Beginning from Where We Are
When we go into a posture or carry out a movement that feels 
tense, it is difficult to notice anything else besides that tension. Perhaps 
when we sit in a cross-legged position our only thought is for the pain in our 
strained ankles. In doing this we are not really in the āsana we are striving 
for—we are obviously not yet ready for this particular position. Rather, we 
should first practice something easier. This simple idea is the foundation for 
our whole yoga practice. Practicing the postures progressively, we gradually 
achieve more steadiness, alertness, and overall comfort.
If we want to make this principle of āsana practice a reality, we have to 
accept ourselves just as we are. If we have a stiff back we have to acknowledge 
this fact. It may be that we are very supple but our breath is very short, or 
perhaps our breathing is all right but our body gives us certain problems. It is 
also possible to feel comfortable in an āsana while the mind is somewhere 
completely different. That is not āsana either. It is only possible to find the 
qualities that are essential to āsana if we recognize our own starting point and 
learn to accept it.
Joining Breath with Movement
Yoga is as much a practice involving breath as it is involving 
the body. The quality of our breath is extremely important because it expresses 
our inner feelings. If we are in pain it shows in our breathing. If we are 
distracted we lose control of our breathing. The breath is the link between the 
inner and outer body. It is only by bringing body, breath, and mind into unison 
that we realize the true quality of an āsana.
Recognizing our personal starting point begins with the exploration of the 
body, including the breath.2 
For this we use simple breathing exercises, such as making the inhalation as 
long as possible. In this way we can observe whether it is the chest or the 
abdomen that expands and whether the back stretches with the breath. To explore 
the present state of the body, we use dynamic movements of the arms, legs, and 
trunk. For instance, we direct a group of yoga beginners in raising and lowering 
their arms. Then we ask, “Did the arm movement primarily stretch your back, or 
did it stretch another part of your body more?” Some will say the movement 
stretched the back; others will have noticed extension predominantly in the 
shoulders.
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Figure 2: Natural breathing in the forward bend, shown in (1) 
uttānāsana (standing forward bend) and (2) a variation of cakravākāsana (cat 
pose).
The reason why people have differing experiences in this situation is because 
some large movements are initiated in various ways by various people. Those who 
have a stiff back find that all the effort for initiating movement at the arms 
comes from the shoulders, whereas those who are more supple will notice that the 
initiation happens at the scapulae, closer to the spine.
Observing the body in this way is the first step toward changing 
uncomfortable or inefficient habits of movement and posture that cause stiffness 
and ultimately hinder the flow of vital energy through the body. This kind of 
investigation requires a teacher who can lead the students on their journey of 
discovery. If a teacher cannot do this, the students are not only in danger of 
misunderstanding yoga but they may also get discouraged.
The first step of our yoga practice is to consciously link breath and body. 
We do this by allowing every movement to be led by the breath as we practice the 
āsanas. The correct linking of breath and movement is the basis for the whole 
āsana practice. The simple exercise of raising the arms on an inhale and 
lowering them on an exhale helps us find the rhythm of combined breath and 
movement.
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Figure 3: Natural breathing in the backward bend, shown in (1) 
dvipādapītham and (2) bhujangāsana.
Normally we are not conscious of our breathing. It is an automatic process 
and we do it without will or volition. For breath and movement to be 
coordinated, our mind must attentively follow their union. When we do this, 
inhalation and exhalation are no longer automatic but become a conscious 
process. Finding the natural link between breath and movement is the most 
important aspect of āsana practice. It requires determining whether it is the 
inhalation or the exhalation that is amplified or made easier by a certain 
movement, and then making sure that that breath is the one we combine with the 
movement on which we are focusing.
Continuing with our example of the arm movement described above, the natural 
breath rhythm would show an ease in inhaling as we raise our arms and an ease in 
exhaling when we lower them. Also, the length of the inhalation and exhalation 
would determine how quickly we raise and lower our arms. In practicing this 
simple movement we can learn one of the basic principles of yoga—that is, to 
become fully involved with our actions.
The consciously directed breath supports and strengthens the natural 
coordination of breath and movement. For instance, on a natural exhalation the 
ribs sink while the diaphragm rises and the front of the belly moves back toward 
the spine. The same movement happens internally in every forward bend; that is, 
the ribs sink and the belly is pushed back toward the spine. So in order to 
amplify the natural breath, we breathe out in all exercises where a forward bend 
is the primary movement of the body. The examples in figure 2 show the breath 
cycle connected to the movement of the forward bend.
In performing backward-bending postures such as dvipāda pītham (table pose) 
or bhujaṅgāsana (cobra pose), the movement of the ribs raises the chest and 
causes the spine to bend backward. By deliberately combining the backward bend 
with an inhalation, as shown in figure 3, you make the movement easier and more 
effective. (In contrast with forward bends, which are only done on the 
exhalation, in certain backward bends we have the freedom to breathe out or in. 
This will be discussed later.)
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Figure 4: Beginning matsyendrāsana (half spinal twist) with an 
exhale follows the natural breath rhythm.
Twists are also closely linked with a specific breathing pattern. As the 
spine and ribs rotate, the space between them is reduced and the abdominal area 
is slightly compressed; the diaphragm meanwhile moves upward. So if we combine 
the beginning of the twist with an exhalation, as shown in figure 4, we are 
following the natural pattern of breathing.
The rules for linking breath and movement are basically simple: when we 
contract the body we exhale and when we expand the body we inhale. Exceptions 
are made only when we want to create a particular effect in the āsana by 
altering the natural breathing pattern. As I have stated before, we do not 
simply inhale and exhale without attention, but instead we make sure that the 
breathing initiates the movement. The length of the breath will determine the 
speed of the movement. This integration of breath and movement in time becomes 
quite natural.
There are various ways of encouraging the conscious awareness of breath and 
movement, thereby avoiding mindless repetition. One good method for this is to 
introduce a short pause at the end of every movement. After raising the arms as 
we breathe in, for example, we can pause momentarily. Then after we have lowered 
our arms with the exhale, we can pause for another moment. Pausing at the end of 
each movement helps us remain conscious of both the movement and the breath. 
Losing this attention causes our practice to become mechanical, and then we are 
no longer doing yoga.
The Fullness of Breath
While one goal is to direct the breath quite consciously during 
our āsana practice, we are also aiming at making our breathing—both the 
inhalation and the exhalation—fuller and deeper than it normally is.
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Figure 5: Movement of the diaphragm and rib cage through a breath 
cycle.
The movement of the diaphragm during a breath cycle is shown in figure 5. 
From the rest position (A), the diaphragm moves downward on inhalation (B). 
After the lungs have been filled, the diaphragm moves back to the rest position 
(C). In the process a deep inhalation expands the rib cage (B) by making the 
ribs rise, thus moving the diaphragm down and slightly straightening the spine 
in this region. On a deep exhalation the opposite occurs: the front of the belly 
moves toward the spine, the diaphragm rises, and the spine settles back into its 
starting position.
People often breathe only in the abdomen, without expanding the chest. Others 
hardly use the diaphragm at all, restricting their breathing to the upper chest. 
Very tense people or asthmatics can sometimes hardly move the abdomen or chest 
at all when they breathe. The technique for gaining a fuller breath consists of 
consciously expanding the chest and abdomen on inhalation and consciously 
contracting the abdomen on exhalation. This simple breathing technique described 
below, together with the integration of breath and movement, is a means for 
bringing greater depth to the quality of our yoga practice.
I suggest that when we inhale we first fill the chest and then fill the 
abdomen, and as we exhale we release the abdomen first and then finally empty 
the upper lobes of the lungs in the chest region.3 
This is contrary to the way of breathing taught in many yoga classes. The 
technique I am suggesting has the great advantage of stretching the spine and 
straightening the back. The moment we start to breathe in, the ribs rise and the 
spine, to which they are attached, is extended upward and slightly straightened. 
When using the other technique of breathing first into the abdomen and then into 
the chest, the abdomen expands so much that it inhibits the expansion of the 
chest and consequently the spine is not extended enough. As well, the abdominal 
organs are pressed down rather than the diaphragm being given room to move 
freely by the rising action of the chest. Because we are interested in breathing 
that assists the movements of the body and does not hinder the extension of the 
spine, this chest-to-abdomen breath is best to use. Experiment with both methods 
and feel the difference.
The Breath Is the Intelligence of the Body
Let’s explore further the possibility of feeling the 
breath as it moves in and out. By doing this, the quality of our breathing while 
we are practicing āsanas gradually improves.
When practicing an āsana our attention should be directed toward the central 
point of the movement of breath. For instance, the main action when we breathe 
in moves from the upper chest to the navel; when we breathe out the action is 
mostly in the abdomen. Our attention is on these movements. Consciously 
following the breath is a form of meditation in which we try to become 
completely one with the movement. This is the same attention to action that we 
discussed earlier. Whoever masters this can direct his attention toward any sort 
of activity.
In order to produce a fine, smooth feeling when we breathe, we narrow the 
flow of breath in the throat, producing a gentle breathing sound. It is as if 
there were a valve in the throat that we close slightly in order to control the 
breath. The measure for this control is our sound, which becomes very gentle and 
ultimately should not require any effort or create any feeling of tension. After 
this technique is mastered, the sound is present during both inhalation and 
exhalation. This technique, 
known as ujjāyī, allows us to hear as well as feel the breath as it 
becomes deeper and longer.
The practice of this technique has two advantages. First, we are closer to 
the flow of our breath and in this way can remain more alert during āsana 
practice. Second, the sound tells us when we have to stop or change an āsana. If 
we do not succeed in maintaining a gentle, even, quiet sound, then we have gone 
beyond our limits in the practice. The quality of breath is therefore the 
clearest indication of the quality of our āsana practice.
Another technique for invigorating and deepening our practice is to lengthen 
the natural pause between the exhalation and inhalation and between the 
inhalation and exhalation. After breathing out we hold the breath and stop 
moving; we do the same after breathing in. The length of time we hold the breath 
is critical; if the breath is held too long, whether following inhalation or 
exhalation, the body will rebel.
In order to introduce this practice safely, we make quite sure that holding 
the breath does not disturb the inhalation or exhalation in any way. For 
example, while we are practicing an āsana in the usual way we may perhaps 
breathe in comfortably for five seconds, then breathe out for five seconds. We 
might then try holding the breath for five seconds following the exhalation. On 
the next inhalation we might notice that we need to draw the breath in more 
rapidly than before. That is a clear indication that we are not yet ready for 
this breath-retention technique. If holding the breath is too demanding, 
inhaling or exhaling or both will be negatively affected. Be certain you are 
ready for this technique before using it. Remember that yoga is a practice of 
observing yourself without judgment.
However beautifully we carry out an āsana, however flexible our body may be, 
if we do not achieve the integration of body, breath, and mind we can hardly 
claim that what we are doing is yoga. What is yoga after all? It is something 
that we experience inside, deep within our being. Yoga is not an external 
experience. In yoga we try in every action to be as attentive as possible to 
everything we do. Yoga is different from dance or theatre. In yoga we are not 
creating something for others to look at. As we perform the various āsanas we 
observe what we are doing and how we are doing it. We do it only for ourselves. 
We are both observer and what is observed at the same time. If we do not pay 
attention to ourselves in our practice, then we cannot call it yoga.
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The principles of bṛmhaṇa and laṅghana are illustrated here by 
Krishnamacharya, age 79, in vīrabhadrāsana (above) and in paścimatānāsana.
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