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Iyengar’s teachings have a firm
philosophical base in the
ancient Yoga Sutras of Patanjali
which encapsulate yoga
philosophy. Patanjali is also
credited with texts on Ayurvedic
medicine and grammar.
In his many worldrenowned books B.K.S. Iyengar
systematised over 200 postures
and breathing techniques and
their anatomical background.
He showed how the various
parts of the body can be
positioned correctly so that
each individual part, as well as
the physiological system, can
function to their best potential.
The Iyengar method is a
challenge to the intelligence
as the mind needs to focus
on awareness in, and of, the
posture. Body and mind are
stretched beyond their everyday
limits and begin to act in unison.
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IYENGAR YOGA USES THE
ANCIENT TECHNIQUES OF
YOGA, AS UNDERSTOOD AND
PRACTISED OVER MANY YEARS
BY THE LATE YOGACHARYA
SRI BELLUR KRISHNAMACHAR
SUNDARARAJA IYENGAR OF
PUNE, SOUTH INDIA.
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CALLED THE “MICHELANGELO
OF YOGA” AND NAMED ONE
OF TIME MAGAZINE’S 100
MOST INFLUENTIAL PEOPLE
IN 2004, B.K.S. IYENGAR IS
ACKNOWLEDGED AS ONE OF
THE WORLD’S GREATEST YOGA
TEACHERS.

BKS Iyengar
B.K.S. Iyengar taught in all five
continents and won international
respect and recognition for his
achievements, making yoga accessible
and relevant to people everywhere, no
matter what their physical or mental
ability. This was a pioneering method
of yoga teaching that hitherto had not
been popularized.

In particular, he is well-known for
developing the therapeutic application
of the postures as he devised ways of
modifying the poses for the benefit of
people with disabilities. He was honoured
in his own country of India, and Time
Magazine listed him as one of the most
influential men of the 20th Century.
Iyengar studied and practised yoga
continuously for over 70 years. His
thorough study, understanding and
mastery of yoga are unrivalled in
modern times. He began his worldwide
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The system of teaching is
methodical and progressive,
emphasising detailed correctness
and absolute safety. When
necessary, it uses supports called
‘props’ that allow students to
progress in their practice of
postures safely at their own pace,
to suit their body. Beginners work
in a basic way on foundation poses
according to their capabilities.
As they develop they then move
on to more refined ways of working
as well as to more complex asanas
(or postures).
The idea of meditation in action
is a keynote of the Iyengar system.
Being totally aware and absorbed
in the poses as they are being done
is meditation: body and mind
communicate at a subtle level
and are harmonized. The Iyengar
method is not just a sophisticated
form of physical exercise and deep
breathing. It is a spiritual practice
aimed at integrating mind, body
and inner self.

reputation through being invited
to the UK in 1954 to teach Yehudi
Menuhin, the great violinist, and
thereafter refining his experience of
yoga in his classic textbook Light on
Yoga (1966). This influential text has
been the source book for generations
of yoga students, sold over three
million copies and been translated
into at least 23 languages. Other
influential works include Light on
Pranayama, Light on the Yoga Sutras,
The Tree of Yoga and Light on Life.
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Early years
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Born on December 14th 1918 to a
Brahmin family in the tiny village
of Bellur, in Karnataka, South India.
The eleventh of thirteen children,
Iyengar was born sickly to a mother
suffering from the influenza then
rife across the world.
His schooling was limited due
to a series of childhood illnesses
including typhoid, malaria and
tuberculosis. His father died
when he was nine years old, and
continuing ill-health, malnutrition
and poverty left him at fourteen
with a low life expectancy. He was
so stiff that when he bent over to
touch his toes, his middle fingers
only reached his knees.
From the age of 16, under the
tutelage of his brother-in-law
and guru, the venerable yogi Sri
Tirumalai Krishnamacharya in
Mysore, the young Iyengar had
little choice but to take up yoga for
the sake of his immediate physical
health. In the beginning it was
a question of mere survival as
his apprenticeship was rigorous,
uncompromising and fierce.
After a period of doing public
demonstrations, at age 18 he was
able to speak a little English and was
sent by his guru far from his family
to Pune – near Bombay as it was
then called - to teach and preach
yoga. By this time determined to
devote himself to yoga, Iyengar
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made a personal wager; he vowed
to understand the subject of yoga or
die in the attempt.
Practising up to ten hours a day
he earned only a meagre living from
his teaching and often went hungry.
A film of his practice in 1938
shows the fluid and extraordinarily
fast movements between asanas
(poses). Gradually he realised
that such a practice was only
possible for younger fit. So Iyengar
began to slow down his practice
to explore every aspect of each

asana. This was the beginning of
a comprehensive investigation
which would lead to a world-wide
transformation of the subject.

Marriage to
Ramamani
Having refused the path of the
sanyasin, or renunciate, Iyengar
chose to live as an ordinary
householder, and in 1943 married
Ramamani Iyengar.

In Rama — The Light Of
My Life B.K.S. Iyengar
described their
relationship:
I wanted a support to get a better
position in my practices.
Sometimes I used to practise
for 10 hours a day. I had no mirror
to even look at my positions or
compare my experiences with
anybody. There was a constant
struggle inside me. She completely
gave everything for my practice.
Never once did she ask me, “Let us
go to the cinema together or let us
go to the market.” She would tell
me, “If you want to practise I will
go on my own.”
Slowly we understood each
other, and lived happily, spiritually
and were devoted to each other.
Rama was the personification
of patience and magnanimity.
She was simple, generous and
unostentatious. She was kind
to one and all. She had great
forbearance even to people who did
not wish her well. She was quiet,
serene and peaceful and remained
unruffled in adverse circumstances.
She took everything in her stride
coolly. She looked after those who
came to her for help or advice with

facebook.com/official.yogamag

“Everyday I got up early for my
yoga practices. Rama also got up at
the same time to prepare coffee for
both of us. She used to observe me
practise but she never interfered.
For her, even the word “Yoga”
was unknown. She did not know
then what it stood for, and she
never ventured to ask what Yoga
teaching meant or what I learned.
However, in the course of time,
she developed a keen interest in
learning the art.
I started teaching her daily
and she became my pupil. As she
made progress I taught her how to
assist me towards improving my
methods. My instructions to help
me during my practice made her
a good teacher. This enabled her
to teach one or two lady students
from my group independently.
As our family responsibilities
increased and her attention to the
welfare of the children took much
of her time, she could not take to
teaching. Whenever she found time
she practised yoga for herself. She
was ever ready to help whenever

love, joy and devotion … Her love
was unique; she had a heart full
of compassion and people called
her “Amma” which means mother
… we lived without conflicts as
if our souls were one … She was
never harsh to the children; yet
she commanded high respect and
moulded them with discipline.
I am never separated from her
for she is always in my life. It was
her affection for me to learn and
teach this subject that has made me
name the Institute after her.”
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The spread
of Iyengar
yoga
around the
world
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By 1947, Iyengar’s student numbers
were increasing and the couple – now
with two daughters, Geeta and Vanita
– saw their financial position improve.
Iyengar’s teaching reputation
continued to grow and he began to
teach J. Krishnamurthy, the famous
Indian philosopher, speaker and
writer - a relationship that continued
for twenty years. Meanwhile, his
family continued to grow, with the
birth of four more children, Prashant,
Sunita, Suchita and Savita.
In 1952, Swami Sivananda
conferred on him the title ‘Yoga Raja’
and in the same year he met Yehudi
Menuhin, whom he began teaching in
Mumbai. This would be a key meeting
in Iyengar’s life: They became lifelong
friends and Menuhin invited him to
teach in the West, which opened the
way to further travels and the spread
of Iyengar yoga around the world.
In recognition of the profound
benefits Menuhin derived from
the practice of yoga, he would later
describe Iyengar as “my greatest violin
teacher”.
From 1968, senior UK students
gave evening classes through the Inner
London Education Authority. This
turned out to be a highly influential
programme and established the UK as
the first and still pre-eminent base for
Iyengar yoga outside India.
Mr Iyengar visited the UK each
year to assess his students’ teaching,
but there was no permanent space
to work in. Some classes were held
in school gyms, while others had to
make do with draughty, noisy rooms.
The first Iyengar yoga centre in
the UK was formed in Manchester in
34

1972; further institutes and centres
then opened abroad, including
the Iyengar Yoga Institute (IYI) in
Maida Vale, London, in 1983, with
a new building officially opened by
Iyengar in person in 1997.
The first Iyengar yoga studio in
the United States of America was
opened in Ann Arbor, Michigan in
1973, and by 1977 the first B.K.S.

Iyengar Teachers’ Association in
America was founded. Further
Iyengar Yoga Institutes were opened
in 1984 in Los Angeles, and in 1987
in New York.
In India, Iyengar Yoga became
an institution with the 1975
founding of the Ramamani Iyengar
Memorial Yoga Institute in Pune,
named in memory of Mr Iyengar’s

wife. Senior teacher Navaz Kamdin
described the early days: “When the
Institute was built we said, oh my
God - what will we do with such a
big Institute? There are just a few
of us, the whole Institute will be
empty!” Today, the Institute attracts
thousands of students from around
the world each year, with packed
classes and a long waiting list.
When recognition began to come
from all over the world Iyengar was

“The popularity of yoga and my
part in spreading its teachings are a
great source of satisfaction to me,”
he declared. “But I do not want
widespread popularity to eclipse the
depth of what it has to give to the
practitioner.”
Yoga, he always insisted, should
be hard work. His teaching was
exacting and focused as he drew the
best from his students.

facebook.com/official.yogamag

delighted. With characteristic wit he
pointed to the celestial reach of yoga
when a star was named after him
in 2001. “Yoga is my way of life,” he
explained and when people came to
learn from him, he accepted them
as his pupils. What he demanded
from the thousands of students and
especially those who taught in his
name was an ethical and sincere
practice.
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B.K.S.
IYENGAR'S
LEGACY
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PROPS
Iyengar always encouraged
personal resourcefulness in using
what was to hand in the teaching
of yoga. When he realised that
some people were unable to do
the classical asanas, Iyengar used
whatever was around to assist
them; in the beginning it was a
household object such as a pot,
a brick, a piece of rope. In earlier
years he was ridiculed for this
in India.
The first use of the yoga belt
came about after some students
visited the Institute in Pune in
the 1970’s. When they arrived,
Iyengar noticed they’d used belts
to stop their suitcases coming
apart – he took one of the belts
and started to experiment.

36

Now ubiquitous in yoga
studios around the world,
blankets, belts, blocks and other
props allow students of all skill
levels and abilities to work safely
in the classical yoga asanas.
Yoga is a process not a
product; what underlies the
activity of yoga is a science and
an art which require years of
careful and dedicated (self)study
and practice. Good physical
health is indeed one of its results;
but peace of mind and serenity
in the face of adversity and old
age are its true gifts. Through the
practice of yoga while we are well,
Iyengar realised, we can do much
to strengthen ourselves; once
ill we can do much to reduce or
even eradicate a disease.
YOGA THERAPY
Mr. Iyengar revolutionized the
therapeutic applications of yoga,
gaining recognition for yoga as
a treatment for serious medical
conditions.
Iyengar realised that we can
do much to strengthen ourselves

against disease through the
practice of yoga while we are
well. When we are ill we can do
much to reduce or even eradicate
a disease. At the RIMYI Institute
and beyond, Iyengar worked
alongside Western doctors to
search for ways to combat illness
by actively involving the patient
in the treatment of their illness or
medical condition.
Iyengar explained, “I fight
with the affliction not with the
person. Therefore, I am merciless
with my mercy.”
Western medicine is now
taking Iyengar’s pioneering work
seriously. Much of his remedial
and therapeutic work has been
published, and many trials and
scientific studies have shown
extraordinary results.
The Institute in Pune and Yoga
Therapy committees in Iyengar
associations around the world are
made up of the most experienced
Iyengar yoga therapy teachers
who continue to develop and pass
on this knowledge.

HIS CHILDREN AND
GRANDDAUGHTER
GEETA IYENGAR AND THE
DEVELOPMENT OF YOGA FOR
WOMEN

The Ramamani Iyengar Memorial
Yoga Institute continues to
thrive under the direction of
Mr Iyengar’s son Sri. Prashant
Iyengar and his grand-daughter
Abhijata Sridhar Iyengar.
Numerous Iyengar yoga teachers
and students travel regularly to
the RIMYI for a monthly cycle of
classes intended to renew and
deepen their understanding of
their own yoga practice.
Mr. Iyengar continued his daily
practice at the Ramamani
Iyengar Memorial Yoga Institute
in Pune, India, until shortly
before his death at the age of 95
on August 20, 2014.
From RIMYI, the Iyengar family
oversees the rigorous curriculum
and assessment procedures that
are standardized throughout
the world for the certification of
Iyengar yoga teachers.

facebook.com/official.yogamag

RIMYI

Dr Geeta S. Iyengar, B.K.S. Iyengar’s
eldest daughter, was considered by
her students to be the world’s leading
female yoga teacher. She studied yoga
with her father from an early age and,
after graduating from high school
in 1961, she began substituting for
her father when he was away on
international teaching tours.
Since her father’s retirement in
1984 until her death in December
2018, she was co-director, with
her brother Prashant S. Iyengar,
of the RIMYI in Pune, as well as
undertaking her own international
teaching tours. She visited the UK
twice to teach at large conventions.
Geetaji adapted her father’s
method of yoga to the specific
requirements of women. Specific
asanas, pranayama and sequences
are given for different stages in a
woman’s life including menstruation,
pregnancy, postpartum, and
menopause. Her book Yoga: A Gem
for Women, is a pioneering work on
yoga for every stage of a woman’s life.
Perhaps Geetaji’s most remarkable
quality was that she always taught to
her absolute maximum. Whatever
she may have been feeling, she taught
with the same incredible dynamism.
She could not allow anyone, even in a
convention of hundreds of students,
to hide away or not be helped when
she saw their difficulties. She ‘saw’
everything and when she observed

that someone was not understanding
or misaligned or in pain she could
not ignore it. She included everybody
in her class and if the class did not
understand what she was teaching,
she would repeat and explain until
she was satisfied that each and every
one understood.
When asked whether she felt she
was in her father’s shadow, she said,
“I consider myself fortunate to be in
my father’s light, not his shadow.”
Sri Prashant Iyengar, in addition
to teaching daily classes at RIMYI,
has written extensively about yoga
philosophy and the ancient texts and
has made numerous audio recordings
on the yoga sutras.
Abhijata Iyengar started seriously
studying yoga from the young age of
16 under the direct guidance of her
maternal grandfather, B.K.S. Iyengar,
her aunt, Dr. Geeta S. Iyengar and
uncle Sri Prashant Iyengar. Abhijata
and Prashantji are the current
Directors of RIMYI.

The Bellur Trust
Mr. Iyengar transformed his
ancestral village of Bellur, in
southern India, with a visionary
series of projects including a
hospital, a water treatment plant
and educational opportunities.
A charity was set up in 2003 and
the Trust has grown to provide
continued support to the
community there.
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IYENGAR YOGA:
PRESENT AND
FUTURE
THE DIRECTION OF IYENGAR YOGA AS
A MOVEMENT CONTINUES TO BE LED
BY MR IYENGAR’S SON PRASHANT AND
HIS GRANDDAUGHTER ABHIJATA.
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Associations in the UK and around
the world
The UK association and associations
around the world are growing, with new
associations continuing to form and the
certification of teachers. The UK alone has
over 1200 certified teachers, Australia and
the USA having similar numbers. Regular
conventions are held across the world,
led by Abhijata and leading Iyengar yoga
teachers. Teachers who studied directly
under Mr. Iyengar regularly visit the UK
and other parts of the world.
There are thousands of qualified
Iyengar yoga teachers in over 40 countries
with over 18 Iyengar yoga associations
worldwide including Australia, Belgium,
Canada, China, Denmark, France,
Germany, Israel, Italy, the Netherlands,
New Zealand, Poland, South Africa,
Spain, Switzerland, and the United States.
The structure of the IY(UK): The UK
Association
Iyengar Yoga (UK) is a limited company
constituted to maintain and spread the
standards and teaching of Iyengar yoga
in the UK and Republic of Ireland. It is
a democratically elected group of officers
and representatives from the 21 Member
Groups and 20 Affiliated Centres of
Iyengar yoga in the UK and Ireland.
Its Member Groups are non-profitmaking membership organisations
committed to promoting the practice
and philosophy of Iyengar yoga in their
areas. All of them offer a wide range of
classes and workshops for all levels of
yoga, led by qualified teachers with years
of experience.
Via many sub-committees IY(UK)
oversees the training and assessment of
all teachers in the UK and Ireland.
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The Future of Iyengar Yoga
After the death of Mr Iyengar, Guruji
and Geetaji the family have spent some
time giving careful consideration to the
future.
Abhijata has recently said that
Guruji was a believer in tradition, but
he was also a revolutionary. In his own
way he took yoga, previously confined
to a select few, to the entire world but
never strayed away from its traditions.
As the community has grown Abhijata
has realised that a new framework is
needed to welcome those who wish to
learn and study in a safe environment.
Iyengar students have a deep faith in the
values and lessons imparted by Guruji
and Geetaji and are ready to take these to
the next generations.

Website:
https://iyengaryoga.org.uk
Facebook:
https://www.facebook.com/
iyengaryogauk/
Instagram:
https://www.instagram.com/
iyengaryoga_uk/
Twitter:
https://twitter.com/
UKIYENGARYOGA
The main BKS Iyengar website:
http://bksiyengar.com/
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