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FOREWORD

Dr. Shivam Mishra | Founder, SKM Yoga Institute
Dear Students of Yoga,

The history of yoga in modern India is not written in texts alone — it is written in the lives of
extraordinary men and women who embodied the teaching, who sat in caves and laboratories and
gymnasiums and lecture halls across the world, and who carried the ancient lamp of yoga through
the unprecedented upheavals of the modern age. This book is a tribute to twenty of those luminaries
— souls who, through their genius, their courage, their sincerity, and their burning devotion to the

transformative science of yoga, changed not only India but the entire world.

As yoga teachers in training, you stand in a lineage. Every posture you practice, every breath you
consciously take, every moment of meditation you experience — all of this is possible because
someone before you preserved, transmitted, and in many cases revolutionized these teachings so
that they could reach you. To know who these teachers were — their struggles, their breakthroughs,
their humanity, their vision — is not merely an academic exercise. It is an act of profound gratitude

and an essential foundation for authentic teaching.

Each of the twenty gurus profiled in this book represents a unique approach to the vast science of
yoga — from the pure Vedantic non-dualism of Swami Vivekananda to the precise anatomical yoga
of B.K.S. lyengar, from the scientific rigor of Swami Kuvalayananda to the devotional bhakti path of
Swami Sivananda, from the raja yoga of Paramahansa Yogananda to the integral synthesis of Sri
Aurobindo. Together, they form a complete portrait of yoga's extraordinary renaissance in the 20th
century — a renaissance that has carried yoga from the forests of the Himalayas to every corner of
the inhabited world.

Read each life story not merely as biography but as teaching. Notice the common threads: the early
spiritual calling, the years of intense practice and study, the encounter with a great teacher, the
period of testing, and then the mature blossoming into a life of genuine service. Notice too the
diversity: yoga is large enough to contain Vivekananda's intellectual fire and Ramana Maharshi's
silent stiliness, Tirumalai Krishnamacharya's disciplined physicality and Swami Rama's scientific
mysticism. The yoga tradition is not a monolith — it is an ocean, and each of these gurus is a different

wave of that same boundless depth.

Om Namah Shivaya
Dr. Shivam Mishra
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Swami Vivekananda
1863 — 1902 | The Lion of Vedanta | Roaring Truth to the World

Born January 12, 1863, Shimla Para, Calcutta (Kolkata), Bengal, British
India

Birth Name Narendranath Datta

Passed Away July 4, 1902, Belur Math, Bengal — aged just 39 years

Guru Sri Ramakrishna Paramahamsa

Key Works Raja Yoga, Jnana Yoga, Bhakti Yoga, Karma Yoga, Complete
Works (9 volumes)

Organization Ramakrishna Mission (founded 1897) | Ramakrishna Math

Key Quote Arise, Awake, and Stop not till the Goal is reached.

Early Life and Formation of a Visionary

Narendranath Datta was born into a prosperous Bengali family in Calcutta on January 12, 1863. His
father, Vishwanath Datta, was a successful attorney with a progressive, rationalist outlook, while his
mother, Bhuvaneshwari Devi, was a deeply religious woman whose faith in Shiva and devotion to
the Puranic tradition profoundly shaped the spiritual imagination of her son. From his earliest years,
Narendra showed signs of extraordinary intelligence, fearlessness, and spiritual curiosity. He is said
to have been able to enter meditative states spontaneously from childhood — experiencing what he

later described as an inner light that would sometimes fill his consciousness as he fell asleep.

Narendra was educated at the General Assembly's Institution (later Scottish Church College) in
Calcutta, where he distinguished himself in English, Western philosophy, history, and the sciences.
His education introduced him to the rationalism and empiricism of Western thought, creating in him
an intense demand for verifiable proof that would later become one of the most distinctive features
of his approach to spiritual teaching. He joined the Brahmo Samaj — the reform movement founded
by Ram Mohan Roy — but found its rationalist critique of traditional Hinduism insufficient for his
deeper spiritual hunger. He was on fire with a single question that became the leitmotif of his early

spiritual life: 'Have you seen God?'

“T have a message to give. I want to tell the world what I know — that God is. That
He can be seen. That He can be realized by every soul. The religion of the Vedanta is
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the only religion in the world capable of saving the world.”
— Swami Vivekananda

The Encounter with Sri Ramakrishna

In 1881, at the age of 18, Narendra first visited Sri Ramakrishna Paramahamsa at the Dakshineswar
Kali Temple on the banks of the Ganges. The encounter would transform both their lives and alter
the course of religious history. Narendra arrived with his characteristic directness, asking Sri
Ramakrishna: 'Sir, have you seen God?' Ramakrishna's immediate and matter-of-fact reply — 'Yes,
| see Him as clearly as | see you, only more clearly’ — was unlike anything Narendra had

encountered before. He was simultaneously sceptical and shaken.

Over the next five years, through a relationship of extraordinary depth and complexity — master and
disciple, father and son, the mystic and the philosopher — Ramakrishna gradually transformed
Narendra's scepticism into direct experience. In a famous episode, Ramakrishna touched Narendra
on the chest and plunged him into a state of samadhi — an experience that Narendra described as
the world disappearing, as if the universe and his individual self dissolved into a single luminous
awareness. This direct experience of the non-dual Self — the Atman as Brahman — became the

unshakeable bedrock of everything Vivekananda would later teach and live.

Sri Ramakrishna recognized Narendra as his foremost disciple from the very beginning. He said to
other devotees: 'This boy Naren is a great soul. He has come into this world for a great purpose.'
When Ramakrishna fell terminally ill with throat cancer, Narendra organized the young disciples,
nursed the master in his final months, and at Ramakrishna's passing in 1886 became the natural

leader of the small community that would later become the Ramakrishna Order.

The Years of Wandering — Parivrajaka

After Ramakrishna's death, Narendra took formal vows of sannyasa (renunciation) and received the
name Vivekananda — 'the bliss of discriminative wisdom.' For nearly two years, he wandered across
India as a penniless parivrajaka (wandering monk), traveling on foot and by train, staying in
dharamshalas and the homes of devotees, observing the condition of his country and his people

with the penetrating eyes of a man who had touched the Absolute but was not ready to rest in it.

What Vivekananda saw during his wanderings devastated and galvanized him simultaneously. He
saw the poverty of the masses — physical, educational, spiritual poverty — and recognized it as the
most urgent problem of India. He visited shrines and holy men, engaged in philosophical debates,
studied the diversity of Hindu practice across the subcontinent, and gradually formed the vision that

would define his mission: the synthesis of Jnana (knowledge), Bhakti (devotion), Karma (service),
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and Raja (meditation) Yoga as a comprehensive path of human development; the spiritual
regeneration of India as the foundation of her material and political regeneration; and the

universalization of Vedanta as the religion of humanity.

The Parliament of Religions — Chicago, 1893

On September 11, 1893, Swami Vivekananda walked to the podium of the Parliament of the World's
Religions in Chicago's Art Palace and addressed the assembled delegates with the words: 'Sisters
and Brothers of America!' The roar of applause that greeted these opening words lasted for two full
minutes. In an instant, this 30-year-old monk from India had captured the hearts of an audience of
several thousand scholars, clergy, and dignitaries from the world's major religious traditions. What
followed in the next few minutes was one of the most electrifying and consequential speeches in the
history of religion: a passionate, articulate, and luminous presentation of the universality of all

religions, grounded in the Vedantic understanding that all paths lead to the same divine Reality.

Vivekananda went on to spend nearly four years in America and Europe — lecturing, teaching,
founding Vedanta centers, and writing the four foundational books that remain the most influential
popular texts on yoga and Vedanta in the English language: Raja Yoga, Jnana Yoga, Bhakti Yoga,
and Karma Yoga. His Raja Yoga — a commentary on Patanjali's Yoga Sutras with extensive
practical guidance — introduced the ancient science of meditation and consciousness to the
Western educated public for the first time in an idiom they could understand and engage with. It is
not an exaggeration to say that the worldwide yoga and meditation movement of the 20th and 21st

centuries has its deepest roots in Vivekananda's work.

Return to India and the Founding of the Ramakrishna Mission

Vivekananda returned to India in 1897 to a hero's welcome. He had achieved what no Indian teacher
before him had done: he had carried the spiritual wisdom of India to the West and received it as
wisdom, not as curiosity or exoticism. More importantly, he had demonstrated that a man trained in
the most rigorous Western intellectual methods could stand in the world's most cosmopolitan forums
and speak the truths of the Upanishads without apology, qualification, or diminishment — and have

them received with reverence.

In 1897, Vivekananda founded the Ramakrishna Mission — a monastic and philanthropic
organization dedicated to the synthesis of Jnana (education), Bhakti (devotion), Karma (service),
and Raja (meditation) Yoga as a practical programme of both individual and social transformation.

The Mission established hospitals, schools, disaster relief programs, and centers of Vedantic study
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across India. It continues to operate today as one of India's most respected and active humanitarian

and spiritual organizations, with branches in over 40 countries.

Teachings and Legacy

Vivekananda's teachings can be summarized in a few essential propositions that continue to
reverberate through yoga philosophy and global spiritual culture. First: the Atman — the innermost
Self of every human being — is identical with Brahman, the infinite, eternal, all-pervading
consciousness that is the ground of all existence. There is no fundamental separation between the
individual and the Divine: 'Each soul is potentially divine." Second: the goal of human life is the
realization of this divine nature — not through belief or ritual alone, but through direct experience,
achieved through the disciplines of yoga. Third: all religions are different paths to the same summit.
Fourth: service to human beings is the highest form of worship, because every human being is a

manifestation of the Divine: 'Daridra Narayana' — the poor are Narayana (God) himself.

Lasting Legacy of Swami Vivekananda

Vivekananda's impact on the modern world cannot be overstated. His Chicago address of
1893 is widely considered the moment when Eastern spirituality entered the Western
mainstream as a living, credible, and transformative force. His four yoga books established
the framework through which virtually all subsequent Western understanding of yoga as a
spiritual science has been organized. His vision of practical Vedanta — wisdom in action,
spirituality expressed through compassionate service — continues to inspire millions. The
Ramakrishna Mission operates more than 200 centres worldwide. His birthday, January
12, is celebrated as National Youth Day in India. He lived only 39 years, yet his life was so
concentrated, so intense, so complete in its vision and its action, that it has served as a
beacon for every subsequent generation of yoga practitioners, educators, and seekers.
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Swami Sivananda Saraswati
1887 — 1963 | Divine Life Society | Serve, Love, Give, Purify, Meditate, Realize

Born September 8, 1887, Pattamadai, Tamil Nadu, British India

Birth Name Kuppuswami lyer

Passed Away July 14, 1963, Rishikesh, Uttarakhand, India

Guru Sri Vishwananda Saraswati

Key Works Autobiography, Practice of Yoga, Bliss Divine, Yoga-Vedanta
Dictionary (over 200 books)

Organization Divine Life Society (founded 1936), Sivananda Ashram, Rishikesh

Key Quote Serve. Love. Give. Purify. Meditate. Realize. Be good. Do good. Be

kind. Be compassionate.

The Doctor Who Became a Divine Master

The life of Swami Sivananda is one of the most remarkable stories of transformation in the history
of modern yoga: from a practicing physician with a successful medical career in Malaysia to one of
the most prolific and influential yoga masters of the 20th century. Kuppuswami lyer was born on
September 8, 1887, in Pattamadai, a small town in Tamil Nadu, into a devout Shaivite Brahmin
family. From childhood he was drawn to spirituality — he would organize plays based on the lives
of saints, practice austerities, and engage in spontaneous acts of compassion that foreshadowed

his later life of selfless service.

Kuppuswami studied medicine in Tanjore and qualified as a doctor, later traveling to Malaysia where
he practiced as a physician for ten years. His medical practice was characterized by extraordinary
generosity — he treated poor patients for free, gave medicines without charge, and on several
occasions gave his personal money to patients who could not afford their prescriptions. This
physician's compassion — the impulse to alleviate suffering at whatever cost to himself — was the
soul of Sivananda the yogi already present in Kuppuswami the doctor. A turning point came when
a dying patient asked for a religious text in his final hours, and Kuppuswami could find none; this
experience deepened his resolve that the healing of the spirit was as important as the healing of the
body.

Renunciation and Intensive Sadhana in Rishikesh
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In 1923, at the age of 36, Kuppuswami renounced his medical practice, returned to India, and made
his way to Rishikesh — the holy city on the banks of the Ganges in the Himalayas that has been the
center of yogic learning and practice for centuries. He received initiation into the Dashanami
Sannyasa order from Swami Vishwananda Saraswati and was given the name Sivananda
Saraswati. For the next years, Sivananda engaged in a period of intense sadhana — meditation,
pranayama, japa (mantra repetition), study of the scriptures, and austere living in a small kutir
(hermitage) near the Ganges. He practiced all four main yoga paths simultaneously with

extraordinary intensity.

Even during his sadhana years, Sivananda could not restrain the physician's impulse to serve. He
established a small dispensary near his hermitage and continued to treat sick pilgrims and local
people, often using his own funds for medicines. His medical service and his spiritual practice were
not separate activities — both were expressions of the same recognition that the Divine dwells in
every being and that service to beings is service to the Divine. This integration of karma yoga with

jnana, bhakti, and raja yoga would become the hallmark of the Sivananda system.

The Founding of the Divine Life Society and Prolific Teaching

In 1936, Sivananda founded the Divine Life Society (DLS) at Rishikesh. The name itself
encapsulates the core of his teaching: life itself — every dimension of it, not just the meditative or
renunciatory aspects — is to be lived as a divine practice. The DLS became one of the most active
and influential yoga organizations of the 20th century, publishing hundreds of books, establishing
ashrams, training teachers, and spreading the teaching of yoga and Vedanta across India and

internationally.

Sivananda's output as a writer was staggering by any standard: he published over 200 books on
yoga, Vedanta, Ayurveda, ethics, and spiritual practice — many of them written himself with
extraordinary productivity and clarity. His style was simple, direct, practical, and warm — more like
a loving doctor prescribing medicine than a learned professor delivering lectures. His core teaching
was summarized in six words: 'Serve, Love, Give, Purify, Meditate, Realize' — a complete
programme of spiritual development that begins with external service and ends with the inner

realization of the Self.

The Sivananda Yoga System
Sivananda did not create a new yoga — he synthesized the best of the entire yoga tradition into an
accessible, practical, comprehensive system. The Sivananda Yoga system, as developed by his

disciple Swami Vishnudevananda (who founded the International Sivananda Yoga Vedanta
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Centers), is organized around five principles: Proper Exercise (Asana), Proper Breathing
(Pranayama), Proper Relaxation (Savasana), Proper Diet (vegetarian), and Positive
Thinking/Meditation (Vedanta and Dhyana). The Sivananda Yoga class follows a standard
sequence: warming up, Surya Namaskar, headstand, shoulderstand, and twelve classical asanas,
followed by pranayama and relaxation. This format has been taught to millions of students

worldwide.

Lasting Legacy of Swami Sivananda

Sivananda trained a remarkable galaxy of disciples who went on to become major yoga
teachers in their own right: Swami Vishnudevananda (International Sivananda Yoga
Vedanta Centers), Swami Satyananda Saraswati (Bihar School of Yoga), Swami
Chidananda, Swami Krishnananda, Swami Venkatesananda, and many others. Through
these disciples, Sivananda's influence reaches every corner of the yoga world. His
insistence on the synthesis of all four yoga paths — and particularly his integration of
selfless service (karma yoga) with meditative practice — remains one of the most important
and most needed teachings in contemporary yoga culture.
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Paramahansa Yogananda

1893 — 1952 | Kriya Yoga Master | Author of Autobiography of a Yogi

Born January 5, 1893, Gorakhpur, Uttar Pradesh, British India

Birth Name Mukunda Lal Ghosh

Passed Away March 7, 1952, Los Angeles, California, USA

Guru Swami Sri Yukteswar Giri

Key Work Autobiography of a Yogi (1946) — translated into 50+ languages,

never out of print

Organization Self-Realization Fellowship (USA, founded 1920) | Yogoda
Satsanga Society of India

Key Quote The happiness of one's own heart alone cannot satisfy the soul; one
must try to include, as necessary to one's own happiness, the
happiness of others.

The Cosmic Child — Early Years and Spiritual Calling

Mukunda Lal Ghosh was born on January 5, 1893, in Gorakhpur, Uttar Pradesh, into a devout
Bengali family. His father, Bhagabati Charan Ghosh, was a railway official and a disciple of Labhiri
Mahasaya, the great Kriya Yoga master who had revived the ancient science of Kriya from the
immortal Mahavatar Babaiji in the Himalayas. The spiritual current of the Kriya lineage thus flowed
into Mukunda's life from birth, through his father and through the photographs and stories of Lahiri

Mahasaya that formed the sacred backdrop of his childhood home.

From his earliest years, Mukunda experienced states of exalted spiritual consciousness with a
naturalness and frequency that set him apart from his peers. He would sometimes enter samadhi
spontaneously; he was drawn irresistibly to the company of saints and yogis; and from childhood he
felt with absolute certainty that his life purpose was to find his guru and receive initiation into the
deepest teachings of yoga. This seeking led him, at the age of 17, to his life-transforming encounter

with Sri Yukteswar Giri.

Sri Yukteswar — The Meeting with the Master
Sri Yukteswar Giri was a great Kriya Yoga master and a disciple of Lahiri Mahasaya, combining
extraordinary scriptural erudition with a precise, exacting, and sometimes severe teaching style that

would be precisely what Yogananda's brilliant but undisciplined nature required. At their first meeting
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in Serampore in 1910, the seventeen-year-old Mukunda experienced an instantaneous recognition
— the feeling of meeting the guru for whom he had been searching across many lifetimes. Sri
Yukteswar acknowledged the recognition: 'You have come. | have waited long for you." Their
relationship over the following decade was one of the most profound and beautifully documented

guru-disciple relationships in the history of yoga.

Under Sri Yukteswar's guidance, Mukunda underwent rigorous training in Kriya Yoga — a precise,
scientific meditation technique that involves the conscious control of life force (prana) through
specific breathwork and concentration practices, leading to the direct experience of samadhi and
the gradual dissolution of ego and karma. Sri Yukteswar also trained Mukunda in the intellectual
and scriptural dimensions of Vedanta and Sankhya philosophy, ensuring that his brilliant disciple
had both the experiential depth and the scholarly command necessary for his future mission as a

world teacher.

The Mission to America — Bringing Yoga to the West

In 1920, after receiving his initiation into the Swami order and the name Yogananda ('bliss through
union with God'), he sailed for America as a delegate to the International Congress of Religious
Liberals in Boston. He never returned to live in India. For the next three decades, Yogananda
crisscrossed America — lecturing, teaching Kriya Yoga, establishing meditation centers, and, most
importantly, demonstrating through his own radiant presence that an Indian yogi could speak to

Western minds and hearts with complete authenticity, warmth, and intellectual respect.

Yogananda's lectures attracted enormous crowds across America. His personal magnetism was
described by all who encountered him as overwhelming and transformative — a combination of
profound spiritual depth, extraordinary warmth, brilliant intelligence, and a joy so genuine and
infectious that it seemed to be a quality of the universe itself rather than of any personal personality.
He taught Kriya Yoga to thousands of students, emphasizing that the technique was accessible to
people of all religious backgrounds, that it was not in competition with any religion but a scientific

method for the direct experience of God.

Autobiography of a Yogi — The Most Important Yoga Book of the
20th Century

In 1946, Yogananda published the Autobiography of a Yogi — arguably the single most influential
book on yoga ever written. In clear, eloquent, often humorous and deeply personal English prose,
the Autobiography presents the life story of a great yogi from his earliest spiritual experiences
through his training under Sri Yukteswar, his encounters with extraordinary saints and siddhas

across India, and his mission in America. The book treats miracles, saints, samadhi, karma,
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reincarnation, and the mechanics of the universe not as superstitious folklore but as the natural

expressions of a spiritual science whose laws are as consistent and verifiable as the laws of physics.

The Autobiography has never gone out of print. It has been translated into more than 50 languages.
It has inspired millions of readers across the world — including, famously, Steve Jobs, who
reportedly downloaded it on his iPad and returned to it repeatedly throughout his life, calling it one
of a handful of books that he considered truly transformative. The Autobiography, more than any
other single text, is responsible for introducing yoga and Vedanta to the educated Western public in

the second half of the 20th century.

Lasting Legacy of Paramahansa Yogananda

Yogananda's Self-Realization Fellowship continues to operate 500+ centers worldwide,
providing Kriya Yoga initiation and spiritual guidance to hundreds of thousands of students.
The Autobiography of a Yogi continues to sell over 100,000 copies annually seven decades
after its publication. His teaching of Kriya Yoga as a scientific, universal, religion-
transcending technique of meditation has influenced virtually every subsequent
development in the Western meditation and yoga movement. He demonstrated for the first
time that a great Indian yogi could make his permanent home in the West, build institutions,
train Western disciples to the highest level, and transmit the living wisdom of yoga across
the barriers of culture, language, and worldview.
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Tirumalai Krishnamacharya

1888 — 1989 | Father of Modern Yoga | Architect of the Physical Yoga Revival

Born November 18, 1888, Muchukundapura, Mysore State, India

Passed Away February 28, 1989, Chennai, India — aged 100 years

Guru Ramamohan Brahmachari (Himalayan cave teacher)

Key Disciples B.K.S. lyengar (brother-in-law), Pattabhi Jois, Indra Devi, T.K.V.
Desikachar (son)

Lineage Yoga Korunta (ancient text) via Ramamohan Brahmachari

Key Concept Yoga must be adapted to the individual — not the individual adapted

to yoga (Viniyoga)

The Hundred-Year Master — A Life of Extraordinary Learning

Tirumalai Krishnamacharya lived for a hundred years — from 1888 to 1989 — a span that
encompassed the entire dramatic arc of modern yoga's development, from its near-extinction under
colonial pressure to its global renaissance. He was perhaps the most learned and technically
accomplished yoga master of the modern era: fluent in multiple Indian classical languages, deeply
schooled in all six systems of Indian philosophy (Shadarshana), trained in Ayurveda, and in
possession of an asana practice of a range and physical accomplishment that seemed, to those

who witnessed it, to transcend the limits of human anatomy.

Krishnamacharya was born into an orthodox Vaishnava Brahmin family in Mysore in 1888 and
received a rigorous traditional Sanskrit education from childhood. He pursued advanced studies
across India's greatest centers of traditional learning, receiving titles and degrees in all six classical
philosophical systems. At the age of around 28, he undertook a seven-and-a-half-year
apprenticeship with the Himalayan teacher Ramamohan Brahmachari in a cave near Lake
Manasarovar in Tibet — an extraordinary period of intensive yoga practice that appears to have

established the technical foundation of virtually all modern asana-based yoga.

The Mysore Palace and the Teaching Mission
After completing his Himalayan apprenticeship, Krishnamacharya returned to Mysore where he was
patronized by the Maharaja Krishna Raja Wadiyar IV. The Maharaja gave him a gymnasium in the

Mysore Palace — the famous Yoga Shala — in which Krishnamacharya taught yoga and produced
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the remarkable demonstrations of yoga virtuosity that drew students from across the world. His
demonstrations included feats that challenge modern medical understanding: stopping his own
heartbeat for several seconds (demonstrated before a team of medical doctors at the Calcutta
Medical College), contorting his body into positions that seemed to defy normal skeletal limits, and

performing the entire advanced asana repertoire in his eighties and nineties with visible ease.

At the Mysore Palace Yoga Shala, Krishnamacharya created and refined the dynamic, flowing,
breath-synchronized asana practice that would later become known as Ashtanga Vinyasa Yoga —
the foundation of the most physically demanding and widely practiced styles of modern postural
yoga. He also trained the students who would carry modern yoga to the world: B.K.S. lyengar (his
brother-in-law, who came to him as a frail teenage boy and became the world's most famous yoga
teacher); Pattabhi Jois (who would formalize and teach the Ashtanga Vinyasa system globally); and
Indra Devi (the first significant female Western student of yoga, who took his teaching to Hollywood

and Russia).

Therapeutic Yoga and Viniyoga

In his later years, based in Chennai, Krishnamacharya shifted his emphasis from athletic yoga
performance to therapeutic yoga application — adapting yoga to the specific needs, conditions, and
capacities of each individual student. This principle — which his son T.K.V. Desikachar would later
formalize as Viniyoga — is arguably his most important theoretical contribution to modern yoga: the
insistence that yoga must be adapted to the individual, not the individual adapted to yoga. Every
student, at every age and in every state of health, can practice yoga; the teacher's art is to find the

appropriate form.

Lasting Legacy of Krishnamacharya

Krishnamacharya is the origin point of an extraordinary portion of all modern yoga. B.K.S.
lyengar's precision yoga, Pattabhi Jois's Ashtanga Vinyasa, T.K.V. Desikachar's Viniyoga,
and Indra Devi's Hollywood yoga — all trace their technical roots directly to
Krishnamacharya. It has been estimated that more than 80% of all yoga practiced in the
world today derives ultimately from his teaching. He demonstrated that asana practice
could be a complete physical, therapeutic, and spiritual science, and he preserved and
transmitted a technical tradition that might otherwise have been lost during the disruptions
of the colonial period.
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B.K.S. Iyengar

1918 — 2014 | Yoga's Master Architect | Precision, Alignment, and the Inner

Body
Born December 14, 1918, Bellur, Karnataka, India
Full Name Bellur Krishnamachar Sundararaja lyengar
Passed Away August 20, 2014, Pune, Maharashtra, India — aged 95
Guru Tirumalai Krishnamacharya (brother-in-law)
Key Work Light on Yoga (1966) — called the 'Bible of Yoga'; Light on
Pranayama; The Art of Yoga
Organization Ramamani lyengar Memorial Yoga Institute (RIMY1), Pune
Recognition Padma Shri (1991), Padma Bhushan (2002), Padma Vibhushan

(2014); Time magazine's 100 most influential people

From a Frail Child to the World's Greatest Yoga Teacher

Bellur Krishnamachar Sundararaja lyengar — universally known as B.K.S. lyengar — came into the
world in 1918 as the eleventh child of a poor Karnataka Brahmin family. He was born prematurely
during the terrible influenza pandemic of 1918 and grew up chronically ill — afflicted with
tuberculosis, malaria, typhoid, and general debility that left him so weak that for much of his
childhood his survival was in question. The extraordinary irony of history is that this frail, sickly child
would grow up to become the person who has done more than anyone else in history to teach the

human body its own extraordinary latent capacity for strength, flexibility, balance, and healing.

At the age of 16, lyengar was sent to Mysore to live with his brother-in-law Krishnamacharya, who
was building his yoga school at the Mysore Palace. Krishnamacharya's initial attitude toward the
young lyengar was not particularly encouraging — he was sickly, knew nothing of yoga, and
appeared to offer little promise as a student. But circumstance intervened: when a scheduled student
failed to arrive for a demonstration, Krishnamacharya sent the largely unprepared young lyengar
instead. The experience was humiliating and physically extreme — lyengar was pushed far beyond

his limits — but it ignited something in him.

Decades of Self-Directed Discovery
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lyengar's development as a yoga teacher and practitioner was largely self-directed.
Krishnamacharya had given him the foundation, but the extraordinary refinement of understanding
that would produce Light on Yoga was the fruit of lyengar's own relentless, decade-by-decade
investigation of the body, the asanas, and the interaction between physical precision and inner
experience. He practiced with an intensity that seemed to many observers to go beyond dedication
into the territory of obsession — spending 8 to 10 hours daily on the mat during his most intensive

years.

What lyengar discovered through this exhaustive self-investigation was that the body contains a
depth of intelligence and subtlety that ordinary yoga practice barely touches. By refining the
alignment of each asana with extraordinary precision — attending to the placement of every joint,
the direction of every breath, the engagement of every muscle group, the quality of attention and
awareness brought to every micro-adjustment — he found that the asanas opened increasingly
deep levels of physiological, neurological, and psychological experience. The development of props
— blocks, straps, blankets, ropes, chairs — was driven by the desire to make the deeper
experiences of correctly performed asanas accessible to bodies that could not immediately achieve

the classical forms.

Light on Yoga — The Bible of Modern Yoga

In 1966, lyengar published Light on Yoga — a book that transformed the international yoga
landscape. It contained systematic, photographed descriptions of over 200 asanas (in photographs
that remain the most famous in yoga history), with detailed instructions, physiological effects, and
therapeutic applications. The photography was extraordinary — capturing the 47-year-old lyengar
in asanas of such precision and physical impossibility that the book seemed to its first readers more
like a documentation of superhuman feats than a practical teaching text. But it was precisely this
extraordinary standard — the demonstration of what the human body is capable of when yoga is
practiced with the highest level of precision, dedication, and intelligence — that made the book a

revelation.

Light on Yoga established for the first time a detailed, systematic, technical vocabulary for the
practice of asanas that could be communicated across cultures and languages. It became
immediately and permanently the most authoritative reference text in modern yoga, translated into
over 16 languages and continuously in print for more than half a century. No yoga teacher who has
studied the postures with any seriousness since 1966 has done so without reference to lyengar's

work.
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Lasting Legacy of B.K.S. Iyengar

lyengar is arguably the single most influential figure in the globalization of yoga as a
physical, therapeutic, and spiritual practice. His work established that yoga could be
practiced with scientific precision and that this precision, far from reducing yoga to mere
gymnastics, actually deepened its physical, therapeutic, and meditative dimensions. He
demonstrated that yoga could be therapeutic — teaching people with serious medical
conditions including multiple sclerosis, scoliosis, depression, and terminal illness. He
trained teachers with a rigour unmatched in the yoga world, producing a global network of
certified lyengar teachers who maintain standards of technical precision that honor his
extraordinary legacy. His work at the Ramamani lyengar Memorial Yoga Institute in Pune
continues under his children and grandchildren.
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o
Swami Rama
1925 — 1996 | The Himalayan Master | Science, Spirituality, and Self-Mastery

Born 1925, Toli, Pauri Garhwal, Uttar Pradesh (now Uttarakhand), India

Passed Away November 13, 1996, Rishikesh, India

Guru Bengali Baba and numerous Himalayan masters

Key Works Living with the Himalayan Masters, The Royal Road, Path of Fire
and Light

Organization Himalayan Institute of Yoga Science and Philosophy, Honesdale,
Pennsylvania (USA)

Scientific Achievement Demonstrated voluntary control of autonomic functions at the
Menninger Foundation

The Child of the Himalayan Masters

Swami Rama grew up in the Himalayan foothills and forests, raised from childhood among the
sannyasins and yoga masters of the great northern Indian tradition. His early life was a living
immersion in the practical science of yoga — not as a system of physical postures or philosophical
ideas, but as a direct, experiential laboratory of consciousness in which the human mind and its
relationship to the body, the breath, and the deeper dimensions of awareness are investigated with

the rigour of a scientist and the devotion of a saint.

Among his teachers was Bengali Baba, a master who kept no fixed residence and is described in
Swami Rama's memoir Living with the Himalayan Masters as possessing abilities of mind and body
that challenged every conventional understanding of human capacity. Under the guidance of such
teachers, Swami Rama developed extraordinary mastery over physiological processes that
conventional physiology considered entirely involuntary — the heart rate, blood pressure, body
temperature, and even certain aspects of brain activity. He would later demonstrate these abilities
in controlled laboratory conditions, providing some of the most dramatic scientific documentation of

yogic self-mastery in the 20th century.

The Menninger Foundation Experiments — Science Meets Yoga
In 1970 and 1971, Swami Rama visited the Menninger Foundation in Topeka, Kansas — then one
of the leading research centers for biofeedback and psychophysiological research — and submitted

himself to a series of controlled experiments that produced results that startled the scientific
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community. Under careful monitoring, Swami Rama demonstrated the ability to: voluntarily stop his
pulse for 17 seconds (verified by electrocardiogram); voluntarily produce a 10-degree temperature
difference between two adjacent areas on the same palm; produce specific brain wave patterns
(Delta waves normally associated with deep sleep) at will while remaining fully conscious and alert;
and voluntarily induce atrial flutter — a specific abnormal heart rhythm — maintaining it for 16

seconds before returning the heart to normal sinus rhythm.

These demonstrations were not magic tricks or deceptions — they were carefully monitored,
scientifically documented experiments that established, for the first time in a Western scientific
context, that highly trained yoga practitioners can exercise voluntary control over physiological
processes that conventional neuroscience assumed to be entirely automatic and involuntary. The
implications were profound: if yogis could control their autonomic nervous systems at will, then the
‘autonomic’ system was not truly autonomous — it was subject to the influence of trained
consciousness. This insight opened an entirely new field of research into the mind-body connection

that continues to this day as the growing science of psychoneuroimmunology.

The Himalayan Institute and Teaching in America

Swami Rama founded the Himalayan Institute of Yoga Science and Philosophy in 1971, initially in
lllinois and later in Honesdale, Pennsylvania — a comprehensive centre for the teaching and
research of yoga and its related sciences (Ayurveda, meditation, Sanskrit, psychology) that brought
together Eastern wisdom and Western scientific methodology in a way unprecedented in the yoga
world. The Institute established programs in yoga therapy, teacher training, holistic health, and the
scientific study of meditation — combining rigorous yoga practice with biomedical research,

psychotherapy, and Ayurvedic medicine.

Lasting Legacy of Swami Rama

Swami Rama's most enduring contribution is his establishment of the empirical, scientific
validity of yogic self-mastery. By submitting himself to controlled scientific testing and
producing documented, repeatable, extraordinary results, he demonstrated that the claims
of the yoga tradition regarding the mind's power over the body are not folklore or metaphor
but experimentally verifiable realities. His memoir Living with the Himalayan Masters —
describing his years of training among Himalayan masters with remarkable powers —
remains one of the most widely read accounts of esoteric yoga practice. The Himalayan
Institute continues as an important center for the integration of yoga, Ayurveda, and
biomedical research.
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Swami Kuvalayananda

1883 — 1966 | The Scientist of Yoga | Bridging Ancient Wisdom and Modern

Science
Born August 30, 1883, Dabhoi, Baroda, Gujarat, India
Birth Name Jagannath Ganesh Gune
Passed Away April 18, 1966, Lonavla, Maharashtra, India
Guru Paramahansa Madhavadasaji
Key Work Yoga Mimamsa (journal, founded 1924 — oldest yoga research

journal in the world)

Organization Kaivalyadhama Health and Yoga Research Centre, Lonavila
(founded 1924)

Achievement First scientific research into yoga physiology in India; proposed
yoga for national health

The Pioneer Who Measured Yoga with Science

Jagannath Ganesh Gune — who would later become Swami Kuvalayananda — was born in 1883
in Gujarat and received both a traditional education and modern Western schooling. His encounter
with the yoga master Paramahansa Madhavadasaiji at Malsar in 1919 was his spiritual turning point:
the master not only initiated him into deep yoga practice but charged him with a specific mission —
to investigate yoga scientifically, to apply the methods of modern physiology and biomedicine to the
ancient practices, and to make this scientifically validated yoga the foundation of a national health

programme for India.

This mission was audacious in the context of 1920s India, where yoga was still largely regarded by
the Western-educated elite as a collection of miraculous feats or mystical superstitions with no
relevance to modern health and medicine. Kuvalayananda set out to prove them wrong — not by
philosophical argument but by experiment. In 1924, he established the Kaivalyadhama Health and
Yoga Research Centre in Lonavla, Maharashtra — the world's first systematic yoga research
institution — and founded Yoga Mimamsa, the world's first peer-reviewed journal of yoga research,

still in publication a century later.

Scientific Investigations into Yoga Physiology

www.skmyoga.in | WhatsApp: 8826476724SKM Yoga Teacher Training Programme Page 22 of 52



SKM Yoga | Yoga Teacher Training | 20 Famous Yoga Gurus of Modern India

Kuvalayananda's scientific work covered an extraordinary range of physiological investigations.
Using the best available laboratory equipment of his era, he measured the physiological effects of
asanas, pranayama, shatkarmas (yogic cleansing practices), mudras, and bandhas on the
cardiovascular system, the respiratory system, the digestive system, intraabdominal pressure, and
various biochemical markers. He established that many yogic practices had measurable,
reproducible physiological effects that could be explained within the framework of modern
physiology — though he was also careful to note that some yoga phenomena could not yet be fully

explained by available science.

Among his landmark findings: he demonstrated that Uddiyana Bandha (abdominal lock) massages
the abdominal viscera and significantly affects intra-abdominal pressure; that Nauli (abdominal
churning) stimulates the adrenal glands and has measurable effects on blood chemistry; that
pranayama practices produce significant and measurable changes in blood gas composition; and
that various asanas produce specific muscular and circulatory effects that correspond to their
traditional therapeutic indications. His work was published in Yoga Mimamsa and received serious

attention from Indian and international medical researchers.

Yoga for National Health

Kuvalayananda was among the first to advocate for yoga as a public health policy — arguing before
Indian government bodies that a scientifically validated yoga programme could address the chronic
health problems of the Indian population more effectively and affordably than any pharmaceutical
or hospital-based approach. This vision — yoga as a foundation of national health rather than merely
a spiritual or elite practice — was decades ahead of its time; it has become standard government

policy in India under the AYUSH Ministry in the 21st century.

Lasting Legacy of Swami Kuvalayananda

Kuvalayananda is the founding father of yoga research as a scientific discipline. The
research traditions he established at Kaivalyadhama — biomedical measurement of yoga's
physiological effects — directly influenced the vast subsequent literature on yoga research
that now includes thousands of peer-reviewed studies worldwide. The Yoga Mimamsa
journal, now in its tenth decade, is a continuous thread of scientific inquiry into yoga's
physical and psychological mechanisms. His advocacy for yoga as a public health tool
anticipated by decades the global public health yoga movement that has gained so much
momentum in the 21st century.
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Sri Aurobindo

1872 — 1950 | Integral Yoga and Supramental Vision | Philosopher, Poet,

Revolutionary

Born August 15, 1872, Calcutta, Bengal, British India

Full Name Aurobindo Akroyd Ghose

Passed Away December 5, 1950, Pondicherry, India

Spiritual Partner The Mother (Mirra Alfassa, 1878—-1973)

Key Works The Life Divine, Synthesis of Yoga, Essays on the Gita, Savitri (epic
poem)

Organization Sri Aurobindo Ashram, Pondicherry (founded 1926); Auroville
(1968)

Unique Contribution Integral Yoga — evolutionary yoga toward Supramental
consciousness

From Revolutionary to Rishi

The life of Sri Aurobindo traces one of the most extraordinary arcs in modern Indian history: from
Cambridge-educated political revolutionary and militant nationalist to one of the deepest, most
systematic, and most original spiritual philosophers of any tradition. Aurobindo Ghose was born in
Calcutta in 1872 to a Bengali doctor father who was intensely Anglophile and insisted that his sons
be raised with no contact with Indian languages or culture. Aurobindo was sent to England at age
7, educated at St. Paul's School and King's College, Cambridge, where he won classical

scholarships and was considered one of the most brilliant students of his generation.

Returning to India in 1893, Aurobindo underwent a rapid and passionate immersion in Sanskrit, the
Upanishads, the Gita, Bengali literature, and the growing Indian nationalist movement. He became
one of the most fiery and uncompromising voices of the Extremist faction of the Indian National
Congress — advocating not for the gradual reform of British rule but for complete independence,
achieved by any means necessary. His journalism in the journal Karmayogin ('The Yoga of Action')
was incendiary; his political speeches electrifying. He was arrested by the British in 1908 on charges

of sedition and terrorism in connection with a bombing.

The Alipore Jail and the Transformation
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The year in Alipore Jail — 1908 to 1909 — was Aurobindo's spiritual death and rebirth. In solitary
confinement, with only a copy of the Bhagavad Gita for company, Aurobindo underwent a series of
profound spiritual experiences that completely transformed his understanding of himself and of life.
He experienced the reality of Brahman — the infinite, omnipresent consciousness — not as a
philosophical concept but as an immediate, overwhelming, and inescapable reality. He experienced
the Void (Shunya), the cosmic Self, the Self in all beings, and a mysterious force of spiritual

transformation that he would later identify as the Supramental Power.

When Aurobindo emerged from prison and was acquitted, he was no longer primarily a political
revolutionary — he was a spiritual revolutionary. He relocated to the French colonial territory of
Pondicherry in 1910 — beyond British jurisdiction — and there, for the remaining forty years of his
life, devoted himself entirely to the extraordinary spiritual work that would produce his most important
contributions: the philosophy of Integral Yoga and the concept of the Supramental transformation

of humanity.

The Synthesis of Yoga and The Life Divine

Sri Aurobindo's Synthesis of Yoga is the most comprehensive and philosophically sophisticated
system of yoga produced in the modern era. Rather than presenting yoga as a path of escape from
the world — as renunciatory traditions had emphasized — Aurobindo presents it as an evolutionary
process of transformation: the descent of higher spiritual consciousness (ultimately the Supramental
consciousness) into the physical, vital, mental, and spiritual nature of the human being, transforming

each dimension from within.

The Life Divine is his magnum opus: a philosophical work of extraordinary scope and depth that
presents a complete metaphysics of consciousness, evolution, and the destiny of the universe.
Aurobindo argues that Matter is not the fundamental reality — consciousness is; that evolution is
not merely biological but spiritual, moving toward the manifestation of increasingly higher
dimensions of consciousness in material existence; and that the ultimate direction of cosmic
evolution is the full descent of the Supramental — a consciousness beyond the ordinary human

mind, involving a fundamentally different mode of knowing, willing, and being.

Lasting Legacy of Sri Aurobindo

Sri Aurobindo's influence operates on multiple dimensions simultaneously. As a
philosopher, his synthesis of evolutionary science and Vedantic metaphysics in The Life
Divine remains one of the most serious and comprehensive attempts at a 'philosophy of
totality' in modern thought. As a yoga teacher, his Integral Yoga — with its emphasis on
transformation of all dimensions of the human being rather than escape from any —
represents a uniquely complete vision of yoga's purpose and scope. Auroville, the
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international township near Pondicherry established by the Mother in 1968 as an
experiment in human unity, continues as one of the world's most remarkable intentional
communities, embodying his vision of a transformed collective life.
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Ramana Maharshi

1879 — 1950 | The Sage of Arunachala | Who Am I?

Born December 30, 1879, Tiruchuzhi, Tamil Nadu, India

Birth Name Venkataraman lyer

Passed Away April 14, 1950, Tiruvannamalai, Tamil Nadu

Guru None — he experienced Self-realization spontaneously at age 16

Key Teachings Self-Enquiry (Vichara) — Who am 1?; Silence as the highest
teaching; Advaita Vedanta

Organization Ramana Ashram (Ramanasramam), Tiruvannamalai

Key Quote Silence is the highest teaching. Realization is knowing the Self.

The Death Experience That Became Liberation

The story of Ramana Maharshi is unlike any other in the history of yoga: a 16-year-old schoolboy in
a provincial Tamil Nadu town who, with no prior spiritual training, no guru, and no knowledge of yoga
philosophy, spontaneously experienced complete Self-realization — and then spent the remaining
54 years of his life radiating that realization in wordless silence and simple, direct teaching. His path
was the path of Jnana — knowledge of the Self — but the knowledge was not conceptual: it was the
direct, wordless, effortless recognition of consciousness as the ever-present ground of all

experience.

In 1896, at the age of 16, Venkataraman lyer experienced a sudden, overwhelming fear of death.
Instead of running from the fear, he did something extraordinary: he lay down, made his body still
as a corpse, and investigated the experience of death directly. He held the thought 'l am dead' —
and then noticed that the 'I' that observed being dead was not dead. The body might die, the thoughts
might cease, but the awareness that knew all this — the pure Consciousness that he was —
remained untouched, unchanging, luminously present. In that single investigation, at age 16,
Venkataraman recognized his own nature as the Self — Atman, Brahman, pure Consciousness —

and this recognition never left him for the remaining 54 years of his life.

Arunachala — The Holy Mountain
Shortly after his awakening, Venkataraman left his family home and was drawn by an irresistible

inner calling to Tiruvannamalai in Tamil Nadu, home of the sacred mountain Arunachala —
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traditionally regarded in the Shaivite tradition as the manifestation of Shiva as a hill of fire and light.
He never left Tiruvannamalai again. For the first years, he lived in a state of deep samadhi in the
caves of Arunachala — so absorbed in the recognition of the Self that he was oblivious to his
physical body, which was sometimes covered with ants and sores from neglect without his
awareness. Gradually, his attention returned enough to the physical dimension to allow him to

speak, to teach, and to receive the growing number of seekers who found their way to him.

Who Am I? — The Practice of Self-Enquiry

Ramana Maharshi's teaching is the simplest and in some ways the most radical in all of yoga: trace
every thought, every experience, every sense of 'I' back to its source — the pure Consciousness
that is the Self. The practice is called Atma Vichara — Self-Enquiry — and its method is to ask,
relentlessly, 'Who am 1?' — not as a philosophical question looking for an intellectual answer, but as
a direct turning of attention toward the source of the 'I' thought. When the attention turns inward in
this way and rests in the source of all experience — pure, silent, luminous Awareness — the ordinary

mind subsides, thoughts cease, and the Self shines by its own light.

Ramana taught primarily in silence — sitting in the hall of the ashram for hours and days with eyes
half-closed, radiating a peace and stillness that visitors described as tangible, overwhelming, and
permanently transformative. Many people who came to him and spent time in his presence reported
experiences of inner stillness, joy, and clarity that they had never known before — without a word
being spoken, without a technique being taught, without any effort on their part. This transmission
through silence — what the tradition calls Shaktipat or Mouna Diksha — was understood by Ramana

as the highest form of teaching.

Lasting Legacy of Ramana Maharshi

Ramana Maharshi's influence has been felt across the world through both the direct
transmission of his presence (while he was alive, thousands of people from across the
world visited him) and through his written teachings — particularly the short text Who Am
I? and a series of conversations collected as Talks with Sri Ramana Maharshi. His teaching
of Self-Enquiry has been described by some as the most direct and most complete path to
Self-realization available — requiring nothing but the willingness to turn attention inward
and investigate the nature of the 'l'. Ramana is revered across all traditions — not only as
a Hindu saint but as a universal teacher of consciousness whose message transcends all
religious and cultural boundaries.
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Swami Rama Tirtha

1873 — 1906 | Vedanta in Fire | Professor, Poet, and Pure Consciousness

Born October 22, 1873, Murar Wala, Punjab, British India

Birth Name Tirtha Ram Goswami

Passed Away October 17, 1906, Tehri, Uttarakhand, India — aged just 33

Key Work In Woods of God-Realisation (collected lectures and writings, 7
volumes)

Guru Swami Vivekananda (influence), Swami Trigunatitananda

Special Feature Spoke of God-realization in first person — 'l am Brahman!" — with
joy and laughter

The Professor Who Found God in Mathematics

Tirtha Ram Goswami was born in 1873 in the Punjab and showed from his youth an extraordinary
mathematical and philosophical mind. He became a Professor of Mathematics at Forman Christian
College in Lahore, and it was while teaching mathematics that he underwent his spiritual
transformation. He discovered, through his own rigorous intellectual investigation, the truth of
Advaita Vedanta — the non-dual teaching that all is One, that the self and the universe are not
separate — and this realization, once fully absorbed, produced in him a state of continuous joy and

fearlessness that altered his entire personality and life trajectory.

Deeply influenced by Swami Vivekananda's work and the Vedantic renaissance, Rama Tirtha
renounced his academic career, was initiated into sannyasa, and spent several years traveling to
America and Japan where he lectured on Vedanta with extraordinary fire and joy. Unlike many
teachers of Vedanta who speak of Brahman as a distant philosophical concept, Rama Tirtha spoke
of God-realization in the first person and present tense — 'l am Brahman!" — with a childlike joy and

certainty that struck his audiences as simultaneously profound and infectious.

Vedanta as Living Experience

Swami Rama Tirtha's unique contribution to yoga teaching was his insistence that Vedanta is not a
philosophy to be studied but an experience to be lived — immediately, directly, completely. His own
life was a demonstration of this principle: he lived in an almost continuous state of divine intoxication,

composing ecstatic poetry, laughing at the cosmic joke of maya, and treating his own body and its
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needs with the cheerful indifference of one who has recognized that the real 'l' is not the body-mind
but the infinite Consciousness in which all bodies and minds arise and dissolve. He called himself
'Rama' — the name he took for God — and spoke of himself in the third person: 'Rama did this,
Rama thought that' — a constant reminder that the individual self has been dissolved into the

universal.

Lasting Legacy of Swami Rama Tirtha

Swami Rama Tirtha died at 33 — the same age as Christ — in the Ganges at Tehri, in what
is believed to have been a chosen departure from the body (mahasamadhi). His collected
lectures and writings in the seven-volume set 'In Woods of God-Realisation' remain a
source of practical Vedantic wisdom and inspiration. His unique gift was the demonstration
that Vedanta is not merely a philosophical system but a living, breathing, joyful reality —
that God-realization is not a distant goal but an immediate recognition available to every
human being willing to investigate the nature of their own consciousness.
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Pattabhi Jois

1915 — 2009 | Ashtanga Vinyasa Yoga | Practice, Practice, Practice — All is

Coming
Born July 26, 1915, Kowshika, Hassan district, Karnataka, India
Full Name Krishna Pattabhi Jois
Passed Away May 18, 2009, Mysore, Karnataka — aged 93
Guru Tirumalai Krishnamacharya (from age 12)
Key Work Yoga Mala (1962, translated to English 1999)
Organization Ashtanga Yoga Research Institute, Mysore
Famous Students Madonna, Sting, Gwyneth Paltrow, David Swenson; thousands
worldwide

The Guardian of Ashtanga Vinyasa

Krishna Pattabhi Jois — affectionately known worldwide as 'Guruji' — was introduced to yoga at the
age of 12 when he attended a demonstration by Krishnamacharya at his village school and was so
captivated that he presented himself the following morning at Krishnamacharya's doorstep to
request teaching. He would study with Krishnamacharya for the next 25 years, becoming one of the
most accomplished students of the Mysore yoga lineage and the guardian of the Ashtanga Vinyasa

system that Krishnamacharya had developed.

In 1948, Pattabhi Jois established the Ashtanga Yoga Research Institute in Mysore and began
teaching a small group of dedicated students. The Ashtanga Vinyasa system he taught consists of
six series of asanas, arranged in specific sequences of increasing difficulty, practiced in
synchronization with a specific rhythmic breathing pattern (Ujjayi Pranayama) and gaze directions
(Drishti), and linked by a transitional jumping sequence (Vinyasa) that makes the practice
simultaneously a cardiovascular workout, a meditative flow, and a physical transformation. The
primary and intermediate series form the foundation that most students practice; the four advanced

series are attained by only a handful of the most dedicated practitioners.

The Mysore Method — Self-Practice with Personal Instruction
Pattabhi Jois's unique teaching method — the Mysore style — is one of his most important

contributions to yoga pedagogy. In a Mysore class, all students practice the Ashtanga sequence
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simultaneously but at their own pace — beginning wherever they are in their personal practice and
progressing as their teacher guides them through adjustments and the gradual introduction of new
postures. The teacher moves through the room, providing hands-on physical assists that are famous
(and sometimes notorious) for their intensity and their capacity to open the body into previously
inconceivable positions. There are no demonstrations, no mass instruction — only the individual

student's practice and the teacher's direct guidance.

“Do your practice and all is coming.”
— Sri K. Pattabhi Jois — the most famous teaching in modern yoga

Lasting Legacy of Pattabhi Jois

Pattabhi Jois's Ashtanga Vinyasa system has been one of the most powerful forces in the
globalization of yoga practice. Its emphasis on a consistent, demanding, physically rigorous
daily practice — rather than the improvised or leisurely sequences common in many yoga
styles — created a generation of deeply committed yoga practitioners who built the
infrastructure of the modern global yoga industry: studios, teacher training programs,
retreats, and online communities. The Mysore teaching method has been adopted and
adapted by yoga schools worldwide as a model of personalized, self-paced yoga learning.
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Indra Devi

1899 — 2002 | First Lady of Yoga | Yoga's Global Ambassador

Born May 12, 1899, Riga, Latvia (then Russian Empire)

Birth Name Eugenie Vassilyevna Peterson

Passed Away April 25, 2002, Buenos Aires, Argentina — aged 102

Guru Tirumalai Krishnamacharya

Key Works Forever Young, Forever Healthy (1953); Yoga for Americans;
Renew Your Life through Yoga

Achievement First Western woman to study with Krishnamacharya; brought yoga
to Hollywood and global mainstream

Famous Students Greta Garbo, Gloria Swanson, Jennifer Jones (Hollywood
celebrities)

The European Woman Who Conquered Krishnamacharya's
Resistance

The story of Indra Devi is one of the most remarkable personal odysseys in the history of yoga —
a European woman born in Latvia in 1899 who, through sheer persistence, intelligence, and spiritual
sincerity, became one of the most important yoga teachers of the 20th century, carrying the teaching
from the Mysore Palace to Hollywood, from America to Russia to Argentina, and living to the

extraordinary age of 102 in the vibrant health that yoga had given her.

Eugenie Peterson — who would later take the Indian name Mataiji Indra Devi after her initiation —
first encountered yoga in the 1920s in India, where she had come through a combination of artistic
and spiritual seeking. She petitioned Krishnamacharya directly for admission as a student, but the
great yoga master initially refused: he did not teach women, and he certainly did not teach foreign
women. It was only through the intervention of the Maharaja of Mysore himself that
Krishnamacharya reluctantly agreed to accept her as a student. Once accepted, she proved herself
so dedicated and so capable that Krishnamacharya's resistance dissolved and he eventually gave

her his full teaching.

Yoga for Hollywood and the World
Armed with Krishnamacharya's authentic teaching and her own extraordinary gift for communication

and inspiration, Indra Devi opened a yoga studio in Hollywood in 1947 — the first yoga studio in Los
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Angeles and one of the first in America. The location was strategic: Hollywood was the world's
cultural factory, and the celebrities and studio executives who practiced with Indra Devi carried the
visibility of yoga to an audience of millions. Her students included Greta Garbo, Gloria Swanson,
and Jennifer Jones; the publicity generated by these celebrity associations carried yoga's image
from an exotic Eastern curiosity to a glamorous and sophisticated practice worthy of America's most

glamorous people.

Her book Forever Young, Forever Healthy (1953) — one of the first practical yoga books written for
a general Western audience — was a bestseller and introduced millions of American readers to
basic yoga practices in a clear, accessible, and practically oriented style. She went on to write Yoga
for Americans and Renew Your Life through Yoga, further building the popular yoga literature that

made the practice accessible beyond specialist or spiritual circles.

Lasting Legacy of Indra Devi

Indra Devi was yoga's greatest popularizer among the general Western population in the
mid-20th century. By bringing yoga to Hollywood and to millions of ordinary American
readers through her accessible books, she made yoga familiar and attractive to exactly the
cultural mainstream that would drive its global expansion in the decades to come. She
continued teaching until late in her life, eventually settling in Argentina where she
established a yoga school and continued teaching into her late nineties. Her life —
spanning 102 years, three continents, and a century of world-historical upheaval — is itself
one of the most eloquent testimonials to yoga's life-giving and rejuvenating power.
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Swami Satyananda Saraswati

1923 — 2009 | Bihar School of Yoga | Systematizing the Entire Yoga Tradition

Born December 25, 1923, Almora, Uttarakhand, India

Passed Away December 5, 2009, Rikhia, Jharkhand, India

Guru Swami Sivananda Saraswati

Key Works Asana Pranayama Mudra Bandha (APMB); Yoga Nidra; Four
Chapters on Freedom

Organization Bihar School of Yoga, Munger (1963); Rikhia Peeth

Special Contribution Yoga Nidra — systematic deep relaxation technique; APMB — most

comprehensive yoga manual

Sivananda's Most Dynamic Disciple

Swami Satyananda Saraswati is the author of Asana Pranayama Mudra Bandha (APMB) —
universally considered the most comprehensive, detailed, and authoritative practical manual of yoga
techniques ever published. The book describes, with extraordinary precision and completeness, the
full range of yoga practices: every classical asana with full technical instructions, therapeutic effects,
and contraindications; all major pranayama practices; the complete system of mudras (energy
seals) and bandhas (energy locks); and the full range of shatkarmas (yogic cleansing practices). No

other single book comes close to its scope and authority as a practical reference for yoga practice.

Satyananda came to Sivananda's ashram in Rishikesh at the age of 19 and spent twelve years there
as a disciple, absorbing the full range of Sivananda's comprehensive approach to yoga. He was
recognized by Sivananda as one of his most gifted and dynamic disciples — a man of extraordinary
intellectual capacity, personal charisma, and practical organizational ability. When Sivananda sent
him out to 'spread yoga from shore to shore and door to door,' Satyananda took the mandate with

full seriousness.

Bihar School of Yoga and Yoga Nidra

In 1963, Satyananda founded the Bihar School of Yoga in Munger, Bihar — establishing one of the
most important institutional centres for the teaching and research of yoga in the world. The Bihar
School offered comprehensive training in all aspects of yoga in a residential ashram environment,

combining intensive practice with rigorous study of yoga philosophy, anatomy, and psychology. It
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became a destination for yoga students and researchers from across the world and produced a

cadre of highly trained yoga teachers and therapists.

Among Satyananda's most important contributions is the systematization and formalization of Yoga
Nidra — the ancient practice of conscious deep relaxation at the threshold between waking and
sleeping. While Yoga Nidra has ancient roots in the Tantric tradition, it was Satyananda who
developed it into a systematic, reproducible, and precisely structured technique that could be taught
to large groups and applied therapeutically. His Yoga Nidra practice has been used in hospitals,
schools, military organizations, and psychotherapy settings worldwide and is one of the most widely

practiced guided relaxation and meditation techniques in the contemporary world.

Lasting Legacy of Swami Satyananda

Satyananda's APMB remains the definitive reference manual for yoga practice worldwide.
His Bihar School of Yoga continues to produce extensively trained yoga teachers and
therapists. His systematization of Yoga Nidra has provided the modern world with its most
effective and scientifically validated technique for deep relaxation, stress management,
and altered-states exploration. His written works — comprising over 80 books on yoga,
tantra, and vedanta — represent one of the most extensive and authoritative bodies of
yoga literature produced by any single teacher.
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Maharishi Mahesh Yogi

1917 — 2008 | Transcendental Meditation | The Guru Who Taught the Beatles

Born January 12, 1917 (estimated), Jabalpur, Madhya Pradesh, India

Passed Away February 5, 2008, Vlodrop, Netherlands

Guru Swami Brahmananda Saraswati (Guru Dev) of Jyotirmath

Key Works Science of Being and Art of Living (1963); The Science of Creative
Intelligence

Organization Transcendental Meditation (TM) movement — global, 5+ million
initiates

Famous Students The Beatles (1968 Rishikesh visit); Clint Eastwood; David Lynch;
many world leaders

The Meditator Who Reached the Masses

Maharishi Mahesh Yogi — born Mahesh Prasad Varma — studied physics at Allahabad University
before becoming a disciple of Swami Brahmananda Saraswati (universally revered as Guru Dev),
the Shankaracharya of Jyotirmath. After Guru Dev's death in 1953, Maharishi spent two years in
seclusion in the caves of Uttar Kashi and then, in 1955, emerged with a mission: to share a

meditation technique — simple, natural, effortless — with every human being on earth.

The technique he taught — Transcendental Meditation (TM) — is a form of mantra meditation in
which the meditator silently repeats a specific Sanskrit mantra received in personal initiation (puja).
Unlike many meditation traditions that require concentration, visualization, or active mental effort,
TM is characterized as effortless: the meditator allows the mantra to be repeated naturally, without
force or attention, allowing the mind to settle spontaneously to its quietest level — what Maharishi
called the field of pure consciousness or transcendental consciousness. The technique is practiced

for 20 minutes twice daily.

The Beatles and Global Fame

In 1968, the Beatles — the world's most famous musical group — traveled to Maharishi's ashram in
Rishikesh for an intensive meditation course. The media coverage of this visit was global and
extraordinary: for the first time, the image of Western pop cultural icons sitting cross-legged in an
Indian ashram learning meditation reached the consciousness of hundreds of millions of people

worldwide. The Beatles' Rishikesh visit is considered one of the most important single events in the
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popularization of meditation in the Western world — a cultural watershed that brought meditation

from the fringe of countercultural experimentation into mainstream Western popular consciousness.

Scientific Research on TM

One of Maharishi's most distinctive contributions was his insistence that TM be subjected to rigorous
scientific research. Beginning in the 1970s, he encouraged meditators to participate in physiological
and psychological studies, and the body of TM research that accumulated over the following
decades became the largest in the history of meditation research — over 600 published studies
examining TM's effects on stress, anxiety, cardiovascular disease, substance abuse, learning ability,
and prison recidivism. The quality and conclusions of TM research remain subject to scientific
debate, but the sheer volume and variety of this research significantly advanced the mainstream

scientific credibility of meditation as a health and wellness tool.

Lasting Legacy of Maharishi Mahesh Yogi

Maharishi Mahesh Yogi is arguably the person most responsible for bringing meditation
— as a specific, teachable, scientifically studied technique — into the global mainstream.
His TM movement has trained over 5 million meditators worldwide and established
hundreds of schools and universities teaching the TM technique alongside conventional
academic curricula. The celebrity endorsements (the Beatles, Clint Eastwood, David
Lynch, and many others), the scientific research, and the distinctive organizational
structure of the TM movement created a template for the marketing and mainstreaming of
meditation that has been followed, consciously or unconsciously, by virtually every
subsequent secular mindfulness and meditation movement.
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Pandit Shriram Sharma Acharya

1911 — 1990 | Gayatri Pariwar | Scientific Spirituality and Social

Transformation

Born September 20, 1911, Anwalkheda, Agra district, Uttar Pradesh,
India

Passed Away June 2, 1990, Haridwar, India

Guru Swami Sarveshvarananda (Himalayan master — appeared in
visions and physical form)

Key Works Gayatri Mahavigyan; Yug Nirman Yojana; Over 3,000 books written;
Akhand Jyoti magazine

Organization Gayatri Pariwar / All World Gayatri Pariwar; Brahmavarchas
Research Institute, Haridwar

Mission Integration of science and spirituality; Gayatri Mantra for social
transformation

The Child Devotee Who Transformed Millions

Pandit Shriram Sharma Acharya is one of the most prolific and practically transformative spiritual
teachers in 20th-century India — a man who wrote over 3,000 books, established one of the largest
grassroots spiritual movements in Indian history, and devoted his entire life to the practical
integration of scientific thinking with traditional spiritual wisdom. Born in 1911 in a simple Brahmin
family in Uttar Pradesh, he showed extraordinary spiritual sensitivity from childhood and at age 15
received the initiation of the Gayatri Mantra from a Himalayan master who appeared to him in his

mother's prayer room. This initiation would define his entire life's mission.

Shriram Sharma received formal instruction in the Gayatri Mantra and in higher yoga practices
through subsequent contacts with his Himalayan master — contacts that occurred both in physical
meetings and in the subtle dimensions of meditation. He undertook extraordinary austerities: 24
years of continuous Gayatri Anushthana (intensive Gayatri Mantra practice), extended periods of
fasting, and the commitment of writing — by hand, in a practice of spiritual discipline — at minimum
4 pages daily throughout his adult life. This commitment produced over 3,000 published books on
spirituality, yoga, Ayurveda, psychology, sociology, and philosophy.

The Gayatri Movement and Scientific Spirituality
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The All World Gayatri Pariwar (AWGP) — the organization Sharma founded — has grown to
encompass tens of millions of members worldwide, organized around the practice of the Gayatri
Mantra as a universal spiritual technology accessible to every human being regardless of caste,
gender, religion, or social status. Sharma was a fierce opponent of caste discrimination and the
exclusion of women from Vedic practice — he trained and initiated thousands of women as Gayatri

practitioners and priests, decades before this became socially mainstream.

The Brahmavarchas Research Institute in Haridwar — established by Sharma and continuing after
his death — is one of India's most active centres for the scientific study of yoga and spiritual
practices, conducting research into the physiological and psychological effects of Gayatri Mantra
practice, yoga, pranayama, and Ayurvedic treatments. This integration of rigorous scientific research
with traditional spiritual practice is characteristic of Sharma's vision: that spirituality and science, far

from being in conflict, are two complementary approaches to the same fundamental reality.

Lasting Legacy of Pandit Shriram Sharma Acharya

The All World Gayatri Pariwar continues as one of India's largest and most active
grassroots spiritual-social movements, with millions of practitioners in India and across the
global Indian diaspora. Sharma's 3,000 books represent the most extensive body of writing
produced by any single spiritual teacher in modern India — covering virtually every aspect
of human life from a perspective that integrates traditional wisdom with contemporary
scientific understanding. The Akhand Jyoti magazine, which he founded and which
continues today, has been in continuous publication for decades and serves as the primary
platform for the AWGP's teaching and social programmes.
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Swami Chinmayananda
1916 — 1993 | Giant of Vedanta | Making the Upanishads Accessible to the

Modern Mind
Born May 8, 1916, Ernakulam, Kerala, India
Birth Name Balakrishna Menon
Passed Away August 3, 1993, San Diego, California, USA
Guru Swami Sivananda Saraswati; Swami Tapovanam
Key Works Commentaries on all 108 Upanishads, Bhagavad Gita, and major
Vedantic texts
Organization Chinmaya Mission (worldwide)
Key Feature Jnana Yagna — public knowledge fire-sacrifices: weeks-long

lectures on Vedantic texts

The Journalist Who Challenged Sivananda — and Became a Saint

The story of Swami Chinmayananda's conversion from sceptic to saint is one of the great comedies
and dramas of Indian spiritual history. Balakrishna Menon was a journalist in Lucknow in the 1940s
— a man of sharp intellect, strong opinions, and no patience for what he regarded as the
superstitious obscurantism of traditional religion. He went to Sivananda's ashram in Rishikesh
explicitly to expose what he expected to find: religious charlatanism, exploitation of credulous

followers, and the intellectual vacuity of traditional spirituality.

What he found instead was a man of such transparent goodness, such genuine joy, and such
penetrating intelligence that his scepticism collapsed. He stayed, received initiation, and was sent
by Sivananda to Swami Tapovanam — a great Vedantic scholar living in the high Himalayas — for
intensive training in the study of the Upanishads and Vedantic philosophy. Under Tapovanam's
guidance, Balakrishna Menon became Swami Chinmayananda, and the brilliant journalist's gift for
clear explanation, logical argument, and vivid communication was consecrated to the service of

Vedantic transmission.

The Jnana Yagna — Bringing Vedanta to the People
Chinmayananda's distinctive contribution to modern yoga was the Jnana Yagna — 'knowledge fire-

sacrifice’ — a series of week-long public lectures on a specific Vedantic text (typically an Upanishad
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or the Bhagavad Gita) held in cities and towns across India and later internationally. Using his
extraordinary gifts as a communicator — clarity, humor, logical rigour, accessibility, and the ability
to make ancient philosophical concepts viscerally relevant to modern audiences — Chinmayananda
attracted audiences of thousands night after night for lectures that could last two to three hours and

yet hold audiences completely riveted.

The Jnana Yagna format represented a revolution in Vedantic transmission: instead of restricting
the Upanishadic wisdom to a small elite of traditionally trained scholars, Chinmayananda opened it
to any interested person who could understand English — professionals, businesspeople,
householders, students — providing an accessible and intellectually rigorous introduction to the
core teachings of Advaita Vedanta. In the process, he revitalized Vedantic study among educated
urban Indians who had been losing contact with their own philosophical heritage through colonial

education.

Lasting Legacy of Swami Chinmayananda

The Chinmaya Mission, with over 300 centres worldwide, continues Chinmayananda's
work of Vedantic education and character building. His commentaries on the Bhagavad
Gita and the major Upanishads remain among the most widely read and accessible
Vedantic texts for English-educated readers. The Jnana Yagna format he pioneered has
been adopted by teachers across the Vedantic tradition. His insistence that Vedanta is not
merely a philosophy for scholars but a practical guide to living that every educated person
can access and benefit from remains one of the most democratizing impulses in the
modern history of Indian spirituality.
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Swami Muktananda
1908 — 1982 | Siddha Yoga | The Power of Shaktipat

Born May 16, 1908, Dharmasthala, Karnataka, India

Passed Away October 2, 1982, Ganeshpuri, Maharashtra, India

Guru Bhagawan Nityananda of Ganeshpuri

Key Works Play of Consciousness (Chitshakti Vilas); | Am That; Where Are
You Going?

Organization SYDA Foundation; Gurumayi Chidvilasananda (current leader)

Special Feature Slha.kt:pat initiation — transmission of spiritual energy from guru to

isciple

The Master of Shaktipat

Swami Muktananda — 'Baba' to his devotees — was born in Karnataka in 1908 and spent his early
years as a wandering sadhu, receiving initiation and training from numerous teachers across India
before encountering the great siddha (perfected master) Bhagawan Nityananda of Ganeshpuri,
Maharashtra. Nityananda was one of the most extraordinary spiritual figures of 20th-century India
— a completely illiterate man who lived in apparent simplicity but radiated a power and a depth of
stiliness that transformed all who encountered him. With a single touch, Nityananda transmitted
what the Tantric tradition calls Shaktipat — the direct transmission of awakened spiritual energy
from the guru's consciousness to the disciple's. For Muktananda, this Shaktipat was a complete
spiritual transformation; he subsequently underwent years of intensive experience of the Kundalini
awakening process, documented in vivid and extraordinary detail in his autobiography Play of

Consciousness.

Taking Siddha Yoga to the West

After Nityananda's death, Muktananda established his ashram at Ganeshpuri and began receiving
the stream of Western seekers who were drawn to India by the spiritual awakening of the 1960s.
His first world tours in the 1970s brought him to America, Europe, and Australia, where the
phenomenon of Shaktipat — the transmission of spiritual experience through the guru's physical or

energetic presence, sometimes producing extraordinary kriyas (spontaneous movements), visions,
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or states of samadhi in recipients — created an intense and sometimes controversial public

response.

Through the 1970s and early 1980s, Muktananda's movement attracted tens of thousands of
students worldwide, including many of the era's most significant artists, writers, and intellectuals.
His teaching emphasized the experience of the inner Self through meditation, devotion, and the
guru's grace — and his method of Shaktipat made this experience accessible in a direct, immediate,
non-theoretical way. He also revitalized practices of Siddha Yoga: mantra practice, devotional

chanting, and the worship of the guru as a channel of divine grace.

Lasting Legacy of Swami Muktananda

Muktananda's Siddha Yoga movement, now led by Gurumayi Chidvilasananda, continues
to operate globally, with ashrams in Ganeshpuri, New York, and worldwide. His emphasis
on the direct experience of consciousness — the recognition of the Self as identical with
Shiva, the universal consciousness — and on the role of the enlightened guru in facilitating
this recognition has influenced a wide range of contemporary spiritual teachers. His
autobiography Play of Consciousness remains one of the most detailed and remarkable
first-person accounts of the Kundalini awakening process in the yoga literature.
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Yogi Bhajan

1929 — 2004 | Kundalini Yoga in the West | Keep Up and You Will Be Kept Up

Born August 26, 1929, Kot Harkarn, Punjab (now Pakistan)

Birth Name Harbhajan Singh Puri

Passed Away October 6, 2004, Espanola, New Mexico, USA

Tradition Kundalini Yoga and Sikh Dharma

Key Contribution First teacher to publicly teach Kundalini Yoga to non-initiates (1969)

Organization 3HO Foundation (Healthy, Happy, Holy Organization); Sikh Dharma
International

Key Quote Keep up and you will be kept up.

The Customs Officer Who Taught Kundalini Yoga

Harbhajan Singh Puri — who would become known as Yogi Bhajan — was born in 1929 in the
Punjab (now Pakistan) and grew up in a context of both Sikh religious practice and exposure to
classical yoga teachers. By the time he was in his mid-twenties, he had received certification as a
master of Kundalini Yoga from Sant Hazara Singh — a transmission of an esoteric system
traditionally kept strictly within a lineage and never taught publicly. Harbhajan Singh worked as a
customs officer in the Indian government in Delhi, where he continued his yoga practice and began

teaching small groups.

In 1969, at the age of 40, Harbhajan Singh traveled to Los Angeles to visit a friend. He encountered
the American counterculture at the height of its spiritual seeking — thousands of young Americans
who had been through the psychedelic revolution and were now searching for a deeper, sustained,
and embodied spiritual experience. Recognizing the enormous need and opportunity, he began
teaching immediately — and made the controversial decision to teach Kundalini Yoga publicly,
openly, without the restrictions of traditional lineage secrecy. He would later explain this decision as

following divine instruction: the era of secrecy was over; the teaching was needed by humanity.

Kundalini Yoga as Taught by Yogi Bhajan
The Kundalini Yoga that Yogi Bhajan taught is a powerful, vigorous, and comprehensive system
combining dynamic breathing exercises (pranayama), specific asana sets (kriyas), mantra chanting,

meditation, relaxation, and the singing of Sikh devotional music (Shabads and Gurbani). The
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practice is organized around the activation of Kundalini energy — the dormant spiritual force
understood in the Tantric tradition to reside at the base of the spine — and its movement through
the chakra system to the crown. Classes characteristically include prolonged holding of challenging
postures combined with rapid breathing, creating an intense physiological and neurological

experience that students report as deeply purifying and energizing.

Yogi Bhajan established the 3HO Foundation (Healthy, Happy, Holy Organization) as the
institutional home of his teaching. He also established a network of Sikh Dharma communities
across America, encouraging many of his students to adopt the Sikh lifestyle — wearing white
clothing, turbans, and the five Ks of Sikh practice — as a framework for sustained spiritual living.
His combination of Kundalini Yoga and Sikh Dharma created a distinctive subculture within the

broader American spiritual landscape.

Lasting Legacy of Yogi Bhajan

Yogi Bhajan's decision to teach Kundalini Yoga publicly and accessibly to Western
students made this powerful and previously esoteric system available to millions of
practitioners worldwide. The global network of KRI (Kundalini Research Institute) certified
teachers, 3HO ashrams, and Sikh Dharma communities he established continues as an
active global spiritual movement. His teaching that Kundalini Yoga is specifically suited to
the challenges of the 'Aquarian Age' — the modern era characterized by information
overload, acceleration of change, and spiritual hunger — gave his students a framework
for understanding their practice as historically relevant and urgently necessary.
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Swami Nisargadatta Maharaj
1897 — 1981 | IAm That | The Shopkeeper-Saint of Bombay

Born April 17, 1897, Bombay (Mumbai), Maharashtra, India

Birth Name Maruti Shivrampant Kambli

Passed Away September 8, 1981, Mumbai, India

Guru Sri Siddharameshwar Maharaj (Navnath Sampradaya)

Key Work I Am That (1973, compiled from satsang recordings by Maurice
Frydman)

Method Advaita Vedanta; inquiry into the 'l Am'— pure Being prior to thought

Special Feature Attained Self-realization in about three years; never left ordinary
working life

The Bidee Seller Who Knew the Absolute

Nisargadatta Maharaj is one of the most remarkable figures in the entire history of yoga — a man
who sold bidees (Indian cigarettes) from a small shop in a Mumbai slum, who never acquired formal
education beyond the most basic level, who never traveled outside Maharashtra, and whose
conversations about the nature of consciousness — recorded and translated as the book | Am That
— have been described by philosophers, psychologists, and spiritual teachers worldwide as among
the most direct and penetrating explorations of the nature of reality in the spiritual literature of any

tradition.

Maruti Kambli was born in Bombay in 1897 to a family of farmers who had migrated to the city. His
early life was marked by poverty and hard work. At the age of 34, he encountered his guru, Sri
Siddharameshwar Maharaj, of the Navnath Sampradaya — a lineage of the Marathi saint tradition.
Siddharameshwar gave him a simple but revolutionary instruction: focus continuously on the feeling
'I Am'— not 'l am this' or 'l am that' but the bare, prior, undifferentiated sense of being that underlies
all thoughts and experiences. Nisargadatta followed this instruction with complete devotion for three
years and experienced complete Self-realization — the recognition that the 'l Am' is not a personal

attribute but the infinite consciousness in which all personal experience arises and passes.

I Am That — The Book That Changed Seekers' Lives

www.skmyoga.in | WhatsApp: 8826476724SKM Yoga Teacher Training Programme Page 47 of 52



SKM Yoga | Yoga Teacher Training | 20 Famous Yoga Gurus of Modern India Dr. Shivam Mishra

After his realization, Nisargadatta returned to his shop and his ordinary life in Bombay. But gradually,
seekers began to find him, and the conversations he had in his tiny loft above the shop —
simultaneously conducting business below — were recorded and eventually compiled into the book
I Am That by the translator Maurice Frydman. First published in 1973, | Am That has become one
of the most revered spiritual texts of the 20th century — a direct, uncompromising, sometimes
startling transmission of non-dual awareness that strips away every conceptual and spiritual position

to arrive at the bare, simple, prior recognition of being.

“You are already that which you seek. The only obstacle is the idea that you are not.
Drop all ideas about yourself and rest in the simple fact of your own being.”
— Nisargadatta Maharaj

Lasting Legacy of Nisargadatta Maharaj

I Am That continues to influence spiritual seekers worldwide, decades after Nisargadatta's
death. His directness — his refusal to elaborate spiritual systems or support seekers' self-
deception — makes him a uniquely effective mirror for the serious seeker. His teaching
that Self-realization requires no elaborate practice, no guru ceremony, no travel to holy
places — only the honest, sustained inquiry into the nature of the 'l Am' — democratizes
enlightenment in the most radical possible way: it is available to the bidee seller in his
Mumbai slum as surely as to the Himalayan yogi in his cave.
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Baba Ramdev

1965 — Present | Yoga for the Masses | From the Himalayas to 200 Countries

Born December 25, 1965 (estimated), Saidalipur, Mahendragarh,
Haryana, India

Birth Name Ramkishan Yadav

Living Active — based at Patanjali Yogpeeth, Haridwar, Uttarakhand

Guru Acharya Baldev and Swami Shankardev at Gurukul Kangri

Organization Patanjali Yogpeeth; Patanjali Ayurved Ltd.; Bharat Swabhiman
Trust

Special Achievement Largest live yoga audiences in history; brought pranayama to mass
Indian public

Key Quote Yoga is not just for the body — it is for the soul, the nation, and
humanity.

From Village Poverty to Global Yoga Movement

Ramkishan Yadav — born to a poor farming family in Haryana in 1965 — grew up in circumstances
of great material poverty but exceptional spiritual and physical determination. As a teenager, he
walked for days to reach the Gurukul Kangri — the traditional Vedic school in Haridwar — where he
received training in Sanskrit, yoga, Ayurveda, and the classical Indian sciences under Acharya
Baldev and Swami Shankardev. He immersed himself in yoga practice with extraordinary intensity,
developing an especially deep mastery of pranayama — the science of breath — that would become

the foundation of his teaching.

Taking the name Swami Ramdev (later popularly known as Baba Ramdev), he began teaching yoga
in small groups in Haridwar and surrounding areas in the 1990s. His teaching style was immediately
distinctive: instead of the measured, formal approach of academic or ashram yoga teachers,
Ramdev taught with the energy of a television personality, the humor of a storyteller, the authority
of a practitioner, and a genuine, visible passion for sharing yoga's benefits with the broadest possible
audience. When the Indian Aastha TV channel broadcast his morning yoga sessions in 2002,

everything changed.

Television and the Mass Yoga Revolution
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The impact of Ramdev's television broadcasts was arguably the most dramatic single development
in the history of yoga's popularization in India. Within months of beginning his daily broadcasts, tens
of millions of Indians were beginning their days with Ramdev's pranayama and asana instruction.
His particular genius was the democratization of pranayama: where most yoga teachers had treated
pranayama as an advanced practice requiring years of preparation, Ramdev taught the fundamental
practices — Kapalbhati, Anulom Vilom, Bhastrika, Udgith, and others — simply, clearly, and with
detailed explanations of their health benefits, making them accessible to ordinary people who had

never heard of yoga philosophy and had no interest in Sanskrit.

His camps (yoga shivirs) drew attendance that set records for any teaching event in history: in Delhi,
Mumbai, and Haridwar, camps regularly attracted 50,000 to 100,000 participants. His television
audience at the peak of his influence was estimated at 85 million viewers daily in India alone —
making him arguably the most-watched yoga teacher in the history of the world by any measurable
metric. He also became an international figure, conducting yoga camps in the USA, UK, Australia,

Canada, and over 190 countries.

Patanjali Yogpeeth and Ayurveda

Beyond yoga teaching, Ramdev has built the Patanjali Yogpeeth in Haridwar — a massive campus
that serves simultaneously as a yoga research institute, a hospital offering Ayurvedic treatments, a
training center for yoga teachers, and the headquarters of a growing organization. The Patanjali
Ayurved company, co-founded by Ramdev and Acharya Balkrishna, has grown into one of India's
largest fast-moving consumer goods companies, producing Ayurvedic food products, medicines,
cosmetics, and wellness products. This commercial dimension of Ramdev's work has been both his
most controversial and his most practically impactful contribution: by making Ayurvedic products
widely available and affordable to ordinary Indian consumers, he has contributed significantly to the

mainstream revival of Ayurveda in India.

Lasting Legacy of Baba Ramdev

Whatever the controversies that have attended Ramdev's political involvements and
commercial empire, his fundamental contribution to yoga is clear and historically
significant: he brought yoga and pranayama from the specialist and elite domains of
ashrams and expensive studios into the everyday lives of hundreds of millions of ordinary
Indians and people worldwide. He demonstrated that yoga's health benefits are not the
exclusive preserve of the spiritually advanced or the physically privileged — that a simple,
regular practice of pranayama and basic asanas can genuinely transform the health and
wellbeing of ordinary people, regardless of their education, social status, or philosophical
sophistication. This democratization of yoga — the making of yoga a genuinely popular
practice rather than an elite one — is Ramdev's greatest and most enduring contribution.
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Conclusion: The River of Yoga
Continues

We have journeyed through twenty extraordinary lives — twenty remarkable human beings who,
through the accidents of birth and the alchemy of grace and effort, became vehicles for the
transmission of yoga's transformative wisdom to the modern world. As we complete this journey, it
is worth pausing to reflect on what unites these diverse lives and what this unity means for us as

yoga teachers in training.

The first thread that runs through every life in this book is the primacy of direct experience. Not one
of these twenty gurus was content with conceptual knowledge alone — every one of them practiced,
and practiced intensively, until the truths of yoga became not ideas in their minds but realities in their
consciousness. Vivekananda's samadhi in the presence of Ramakrishna, Ramana Maharshi's
spontaneous Self-realization in the face of death, lyengar's decade of intensive daily practice,
Yogananda's kriya meditation, Nisargadatta's three years of continuous 'l Am' enquiry — all are
expressions of the same understanding: yoga cannot be taught from a position of secondhand

knowledge. It must be lived.

The second thread is the impulse to serve. Every guru in this book — from the silent Ramana
Maharshi who never sought students but received them by the thousands drawn by his presence,
to the extroverted Ramdev who took yoga to television audiences of 85 million — felt called to share
what they had received. The yoga teacher who teaches purely for personal gain or prestige, without
genuine care for the wellbeing of students and the service of humanity, has missed something
essential that these twenty lives all point toward: teaching yoga is an act of love. It is karma yoga in

its purest form.

The third thread is the willingness to adapt while preserving the essence. Every guru in this book
made yoga relevant to their time and place. Vivekananda spoke in the idiom of Western rationalism.
lyengar developed props to make asanas accessible to injured and aging bodies. Indra Devi brought
yoga to Hollywood. Ramdev brought it to television. Each of them found a way to meet their students
where they were — while never compromising the depth and authenticity of the teaching itself. This
balance — adaptation without dilution, accessibility without superficiality — is the art that every yoga

teacher must develop.

You stand now in this river. The twenty gurus profiled in this book are part of the living tradition that

flows into you through your practice, your studies, and your teaching. Their courage, their dedication,
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their vision, and their love are your inheritance — not as something to be merely admired from a
respectful distance, but as a living current that you are invited to receive, embody, and pass on to

those who will come to your mat.

“The guru is not a person. The guru is the principle of the Self transmitting its own
recognition to itself through different forms, in different times, for the benefit of all.
You are already that Self. Your teaching is already that transmission. Practice until
you know it.”

— Dr. Shivam Mishra, SKM Yoga

A Message to SKM Yoga Teacher Training Students

As you complete this study, carry forward not just the biographical facts of these twenty
lives but the spirit that animated them — the spirit of genuine practice, authentic service,
and living yoga as a complete path of transformation. Your students deserve a teacher
who has genuinely walked the path, not merely studied the map. May the inspiration of
these great masters deepen your own practice and enrich your teaching. Om Namah
Shivaya.

Om Shanti, Shanti, Shanti

Peace in Body, Peace in Mind, Peace in Spirit

Dr. Shivam Mishra | Founder, SKM Yoga | www.skmyoga.in | WhatsApp: 8826476724
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