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			T.K.V. Desikachar and his grand-daughter Shraddha, in the garden of his house
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			Claude Maréchal is one of Desikachar’s first students. He founded the Viniyoga Magazine in 1983. He has contributed widely towards spreading Viniyoga teachings throughout Belgium, France, Quebec, Italy, Holland, Spain, Switzerland and Portugal.

			“I started practicing yoga in 1958 with the use of books, and without a teacher; I used what one could find at the time, the popular books that existed, and there weren’t very many. But I was very interested in it, it “grabbed” me in a certain way, and friends asked me to give them yoga lessons. So, I started a group class in 1966.

			In order to teach yoga exercises, I had had a certain preparation in that I was a physical education teacher. The teaching aspect wasn’t a problem, but what I’d studied in books was quite different from what I later discovered with Desikachar. I had also discovered books written by Desikachar’s uncle, Iyengar, who is a well-known yogi, and I was fascinated by what he proposed. I was between twenty and thirty years old at the time, and I loved the difficulty of these somewhat acrobatic postures. I was drawn to the hyper-flexibility aspect : bending backwards, forwards, the inversion positions, etc…

			I arrived at Desikachar’s in 1969, after a nearly three-month trip to India with a friend: to Bombay, Delhi, Rishikesh, Darjeeling. Then from there to Calcutta, and finally Madras, where some people had spoken to me about a certain Desikachar, the son of professor Krishnamacharya.

			I contacted him and then went to see him. I think that had I not encountered Desikachar, I would not have returned to India as I did. I didn’t stay very long with him, three weeks at the most, but the contact that I had with this man was, for me, something really powerful, from a relationship point of view. We were the same age; he had done engineering studies while I had done part of my studies in medicine and then an undergraduate degree in physical education. I had been an assistant at the University of Liège. So we both had scientific training, he in the engineering field, and I in fields relating to the human body, and in our encounter there was a kind of intelligence, both in our relationship and, I would say, even more than that. There was, from the beginning, a kind of mutual attraction; I was drawn to him and felt that he too had a similar liking, a warmth and respect for me. And so, during this first short stay, from the start he put me in a position to correct things in my practice, beginning by focusing on breathing, something I hadn’t discovered in other ashrams that I’d visited. This importance given to breathing very slowly and very calmly while doing the yoga postures, and also the ujjāyī that he teaches: this is not taught everywhere. The active participation of breathing in all the physical exercises was a revelation that transformed my practice. I hadn’t really seen that approach being taught in his uncle’s books. When I left I told him very directly and very sincerely, that I would like to return to study with him. It was very direct, very sincere, and I did want it. I remember how he answered me: “You’re welcome.” So from the start we had an amicable and joyous relationship. There was often humour and I felt very at ease with him. 

			So that’s the beginning of the story.

			1970, my second trip. He advised me not to focus only on the techniques, but to study the Yoga Sūtra. I particularly remember when, in 1971, I met Peter Hersnack there. He studied with Desikachar, and we, too, became good friends. So Desikachar taught me the technical and instructional sides, and at the same time taught me the Yoga Sūtra, beginning with the first aphorism of the first book, in logical order: the Samādhi pādaḥ, before studying the practical methods, and then to go on to the book of siddhi, and the 4e book which ends that teaching. The study of the sūtra was for me something marvelous, because Desikachar was an excellent teacher. He had that quality of not giving philosophical teaching that was too philosophical; I mean by that that for him it was important to understand the sūtra in relation to daily life, including the sūtra that address the samādhi. He spoke of them with great simplicity, though he truly possessed great knowledge, which was evidently the result of the work he did with his father. 

			Desikachar’s story is amusing because, when he was an adolescent, he did yoga because he was obliged to! His father was demanding, and made his children practice yoga! When Desikachar left for his engineering studies in the North, he stopped doing yoga. But one day when he came home for a holiday, he saw a European woman rush to Krishnamacharya’s feet, thanking him because she had finally slept at night. Desikachar told me that this had been a revelation for him. And that’s when he asked his father if he, too, could become a yoga teacher. And his father said to him, “Ok, meet me tomorrow morning at 4 o’clock, and I will give you your first lesson!” That’s how he started. 

			He spoke to me about his father at great length, with great respect and admiration. He found him to be very adept when teaching him.   

			For example, one day he said to Krishnamacharya: “I would like you to teach me the sūtra, but don’t talk to me about Īśvara.” It is probably a well-known story but he actually told it to me, as something powerful that he had experienced with his father. And his father said to him: “Ok”. It should be said, though, that Krishnamacharya was bhakta, beyond all else1: a great master of yoga, with perfect knowledge of the techniques, a jñānin, with remarkable knowledge of the body of texts, but his personal method was essentially turned towards Narayānā, towards his God, and for him this was essential; yoga was not an accessory, but a means to deepen each spiritual being. So Desikachar studied the Yoga Sūtra with his father, but when they got to aphorism 22 in book I, his father said to him: “I am going to skip the following aphorisms because they don’t interest you”. How clever of the old man! – who was already an old man, because when I knew him he was already about 70 years old. He died at 100 years old, in 1989. In any case, Desikachar said to his father: “Yes, yes, yes, speak to me nevertheless about Īśvara”, and that’s how Krishnamacharya handed down to his son a taste for spirituality leaning towards devotion, and also the desire to take up Vedic chanting again, etc.

			In Brahman families, marriages take place within the family, but in truth, Desikachar dreamed of being a saṃnyāsin. Not very many people know this, because he was a father, with a wife and a family life, so it was something rather hidden, his interior desire to give all this up and be a saṃnyāsin. In fact, he was married because others made him get married! And he spoke to me about that. He spoke to me about all this in a very frank manner, very direct, and from the early years, beginning in 1970, a deep friendship grew between us because I also spoke to him about my life in a very direct and sincere way. He was my guide, my teacher and he always had this approach - with other people as well as me, I presume, I never asked my friends much about the subject - but he treated me like a friend, a dear friend. I was very touched by this.

			From the moment that the Mandiram existed, he went there every day to meet people who were suffering. It was a form of yoga therapy, without calling it that. The Mandiram was recognized in India as an public institution interest because of what was done there, particularly the treatments using yoga given to people sent there by doctors! He received people, asking them questions and examining them, and he asked me at the time to come sit near him every day, to help him with these encounters with handicapped people… That is how I learned, in the field, what it really means to take care of the student who is suffering. He gave me this teaching without giving me any theoretical approach. As for theory, he offered it depending on the different moments in his teaching, particularly with the help of the sūtra, or other texts; and also at the end of his consultations with future patients of the Mandiram. He gave technical indications, and it was one of his assistants, one of his students, who took care of the person, twice a week, something like that. And that worked very well.

			After each consultation, he asked me to come and eat at his home, and I went for an evening meal with his wife and children. I was sort of a member of the family. He always remained my teacher, with the way in which that is special, the relationship between a master and his disciple; but at the same time, there was this great friendship, with deep affection, like between two friends. At times, we could read each other’s thoughts, and there was something profound and subtle in our relationship, which gave me the opportunity to travel with him, in India and in Europe, and also in the United States. It was always enjoyable.  

			I continued with my studies, and to study with him. The last text he taught me being the Yogayājñavalkya. He had taught me the Hatha Yoga Pradīpikā without giving it much importance because his father thought that there were things in it that weren’t holy, but the aspect of the Yoga Sūtra that most moved me was the teaching of the Gītā. He took into account the great commentaries of the Bhagavad Gītā, but he also spoke to me of his father’s commentaries, and he helped me understand to what an extent the Bhagavad Gītā has a teaching impact. A yoga instructor who studies the Gītā in this way also learns how to behave with his student. 

			What is the Gītā? It is Krishna who teaches Arjuna, and helps Arjuna to get out of a complicated situation, out of difficulties. And all of this aspect of the teacher-student relationship constantly reappeared in his father’s commentaries, and therefore in the commentaries that he himself gave. 

			I was in Madras when Krishnamacharya died. He had been taken to the hospital, they tried to keep him alive, with all that they can do in the hospital, and I remember that Desikachar said to me: “I have to go get my father at the hospital because it’s his time to die.” That’s what he said, he had predicted - we can even read it in the Gītā, that the yogi who has a knowledge of karma, knows when he will die. So we brought Krishnamacharya back, and put him on a sort of table in the first room of the house; we lay him down - was he in a coma or not, I’m not sure - he didn’t move, and we came three times a day to recite mantras near him. In some way his family, who participated in his last days, accompanied him to his death. The day of my departure, I took a class in the morning with Desikachar, and he told me: “Come by the house this afternoon in your taxi, you never know.” I did. I arrived at the house by taxi, and he was standing in front of the house, at the gate. He knew what time I would come by. He said: “Come, he has just died”. Which is how I was there the day he died. Two hours later I was at the airport, ready to take my plane and go home. In some ways, I was present at the end of Krishnamacharya’s life.

			But mostly, I often received Desikachar. What happened to him at the end was very upsetting to me, really. Because he was an extraordinarily brilliant man, his mind was extremely quick, and adapted to all kinds of situations. The qualities of his interpersonal relationships were exceptional. He had a great sense of decency, and at certain moments one could have the impression that he was shy, in fact that he was sometimes embarrassed in certain situations. He was very reserved, but he was truly brilliant, and an excellent teacher. I can honestly say that he taught me my profession. His way of being has guided everything that I do now; I think that, had I not met Desikachar, I wouldn’t teach the way that I teach now. It is he that is at the heart of what I bring to my students, that I share with my friends and my students. It is he. 

			That is why I think, and I am not the only one to think this - some of his friends and students think exactly the same thing - that his sense organs don’t function very well any more. When I went to see him a few days ago, he looked at me, and I had the impression that he didn’t recognize me; he looked at me with a fixed gaze. His psycho-sensory function, what we call manas in rāja yoga, no longer functions. He has no more ego, but in my opinion, his deep intelligence, what we call buddhi, is full of light!

			This is what I think, and what I feel, that he is full of light, and I would even like to say, that he is in nirbīja samādhi. When will he leave us physically, we have no idea, because what has happened to him has in fact destroyed a certain number of things in him; I’ve already spoken about this, but his heart is still beating, and he is being fed; I’ve been told that he could go on living for months, even years, like this.

			So, what I would like to add, as far as all this goes, and my relationship to him and my story as a student to a teacher and friend, is that I have immense admiration for the way that Menaka functions in the house now. She takes constant care of him, as she would a child, she smiles, she is good-humoured, she is always so simple and direct. She is really a very exceptional person, an uncomplicated person who is enormously devoted, and never complains. She is someone who doesn’t complain. I wanted to speak about her because for me, Desikachar and Menaka are the wife and her husband, the husband and his wife, and I have the feeling that she has given a lot to him as well. Not intellectually, not the understanding of the texts, she had nothing to do with all that, but she is a person full of good sense, and I think that she has given something to her husband. I really think that. 

			So there you have an idea of my relationship to Desikachar, my story with him, because I made forty visits there, that’s quite a lot after all, and each time I stayed between a month and a half and two months. I saw him every day. There was a time when he took me to see his father, during the last years of his father’s life, in order to ask him certain questions connected to certain aspects of the yoga methods, particularly the bhakti method. So he gave me the gift of taking me to his father’s place. I must have spent thousands of hours in his company, and to go and see him in this condition, in the end, it didn’t overly upset me because it reinforced in me that certainty that, like I said earlier, he is free. That’s what I feel. When Menaka was close to him and she said to him: “It is Claude Maréchal...” he looked at me with his eyes wide open. I took his hand, I held his hand and for a moment I felt some pressure from his fingers, as if he wanted to say hello, to tell me something. I think that Desikachar is not an ordinary person; I believe that, I’m convinced of it. I think that he had this somewhat special destiny, but I think that what has happened to him was meant to happen. I should say that, about forty years ago, in the middle of a class, he said to me: “Oh, I have a friend who is an astrologer, who told me that one day I would lose my mind”, in the middle of a class just like that, in a relaxed way. And another time he told me, around 1991-92, that he had gone to mount Kailash, and that every day he did pūjā there, at the precise place where his father had studied with his guru. And he told me - because his father had become his Iṣṭa devatā2 after his death - he told me very clearly, very directly, that he heard his father’s voice coming from above and saying to him, at the end of a pūjā: “Withdraw yourself”, and he said to me: “I don’t know why my father told me to withdraw”. Yet that is what has happened. 

			It is our duty to respect what we have received, and to try to pass it on in the most decent way, as correctly as possible, but it is also our duty, and it is Krishnamacharya himself who told me this, he said: “You are from another culture, you must take your own culture into account, particularly the spiritual values that are not the same in India as in the West, you should write good texts about the teaching that you have received, that can be the texts for the people to whom you will teach”. He said it to me like that, looking straight into my eyes, maybe two or three years before his death.

			So I would say that Krishnamacharya and Desikachar played a very important role in spreading yoga outside of India’s boundaries. 

			They gave us the means to adapt the teaching of the East, of India, to the West. I’ll give a rather specific example. Once I said to him: “I’m finished, I’m going to stop giving group yoga classes”, because he saw each person one by one, individually. He told me: “No, no, continue, there is an important element in the group teaching that you give, in that you guide several people doing the same exercises at the same time, and there is a meditative dimension in this collective exercise.” However, in the West, the idea must be accepted that in certain cases, it is very useful that instruction be given individually, when there are health problems, or when certain people are drawn to the spiritual aspect that is not taught in a group, it is taught to one person at a time, in a relationship of teacher to student. I received that approach from him, including the fact that he told me: “You must continue to give group classes. That is how teaching is done in your culture, and that is very well”. He really gave me a green light as far as that goes.

			Desikachar did things that were completely incredible, like… I was supposed to see him in September 1999, it was already planned. I finished my workshops, and when I came home, I was faced with some difficult problem - a personal problem. I called Desikachar and I said to him: “I can’t come because I have to stay home and take care of this problem”. I told him what it was...



		
			Foreword
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			Desikachar’s early students : Laurence Maman, Claude Maréchal, Frans Moors
In the background: Malek Daouk, Bernard Bouanchaud, Peter Hersnack, François Lorin, Michel Nicolas, with Sri Desikachar around Sri Krishnamacharya

			In the early morning of August 8, 2016 

			In the early morning of August 8, 2016, the man whose life is briefly summarized above came to its end in Chennai, in Tamil Nadu, a province in southern India. 

			Those whose stories are gathered in this book were his personal students for many years. Some of them, Indian, taught with him at Krishnamacharya Yoga Mandiram, for 20, 30 or 40 years. Others, Europeans, are among the ‘pioneers’ who, since the 1960’s and 1970’s, travelled to Madras, some of them annually, in order to study with him. Some of them had received prior teaching from Krishnamurti, in London or in Switzerland, and from there went to Madras, wishing to meet this young teacher, with whom Krishnamurti himself had studied yoga. This book bears witness, then, to fifty years of teaching received, and of friendship. I thank each of them for having helped me gather together these texts, so full of life, and so precious. 

			I asked for an unadorned account, leaving space for questioning and thought. The rapport that a master maintains with his tradition is already, in itself, a subject worthy of contemplation. But given such a long tradition upon which to draw, he refreshed it in a particular way, in his way of being and of transmitting. In the last years of his life, T.K.V. Desikachar often said: “Yoga is relationship”.

			Beyond the contents of his teaching, the accounts gathered here bear witness to his way of incarnating yoga with attention and friendship, deep and personal, which he brought to each and every student. Thus there is not a legacy, strictly speaking, but only loyalties to pursue, through experience, reflection, continual research and sharing, in order to keep alive that which has been received. 

			Béatrice Viard 

		


		
			Brief biography
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			T.K.V. Desikachar

			The second son of T. Krishnamacharya is named Tirumala Krishnamacharya Venkatesha Desikacharya. He was born on June 21, 1938 in Mysore in southern India. His name derives from a dream T. Krishnamacharya had shortly before his pregnant wife’s delivery. In this dream he saw Vedanta Desikacharya, one of the great masters of vishishthadavaïta – as was his own ancestor, Nathamuni,  and also the founder of this line before him, Ramanuja -  and he realized that this dream announced the arrival of a son whom he must name Vedanta Desikacharya, simplified as T.K.V. Desikachar.

			His identification papers, however, noted his birth as having taken place in 1937; this is due to the fact that his father put him in school a year earlier than the normal age;  the schoolteacher thought he must have been a year older and wrote down on the official documents 1937 as his birth date.

			He was educated by his father in the yoga tradition and the Vishnuist religion, and later studied at Mysore University, where he obtained his diploma at age 18 in civil engineering.

			After a year of professional activity in the north of India, where he had been working several years before that, he came back to Madras for a vacation in 1961 and witnessed an incident which impressed him: As he was reading his newspaper early one morning, he saw a luxurious limousine pull up in front of their door, and a woman jumped out and ran toward the house calling, “Professor! Professor!” This lady from New Zealand, about 50 years of age, was one of T. Krishnamacharya’s students. He had been treating her for insomnia which had resisted all modern medical treatments. His father came out of the house to meet the lady who threw her arms around him and kissed him, crying, “Thank you! Thank you!” Far from taking offence, Krishnamacharya invited her into the house where she explained to him that she was finally able to truly sleep all through the night.

			That a rigorous Brahman such as his father would allow this woman to kiss him, and that he, who didn’t even speak English, was able to help this wealthy lady, when all other therapies had failed, was the determining factor which changed his destiny. The next day he told his father that he was renouncing his career as an engineer and asked to become his disciple. 
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T.K.V. Desikachar and his father T.Krishnamacharya

			From then on and for the next thirty years, he followed his father’s daily teachings covering all aspects of the yoga science.  

			He began teaching Indians and Westerners in 1965.

			He was one of the first speakers invited to Zinal by Gérard Blitz, co- founder of Club Méditerranée and instigator of the European Union of Yoga, and from the outset he always insisted that yoga was not limited by cultural boundaries or religious beliefs. He stressed the primacy of the individual, his needs, aspirations and limits over all other factors. Some found this surprising, even shocking, among the European teachers present at Zinal:  André Van Lysbeth, Eva Ruchpol, Nil Hahoutoff, Claude Peltier, Babakar Khan, who had been marked by what seemed to them an  irrefutable link between hinduism and yoga.

			In 1976 T.K.V. Desikachar founded an institution: the Krishnamacharya Yoga Mandiram in Madras, which is officially recognized as a public utility by the Tamil Nadu government. For thirty years he remained head of this institution and all its departments: yoga therapy, Yoga Sūtra studies, publications, vedic chant, the K.Y.M. Mitra – an association which permits disadvantaged or handicapped persons to benefit from the therapeutic effects of yoga, and lastly, the scientific research department.

			The main Indian students who became his collaborators, teach in this institution which welcomes students from all over the world, as well as a great number of  Indians living in Madras, and who, for the most part, are referred to the institution by their doctors as a prescription for treatment through yoga for chronic health problems.

			T.K.V. Desikachar made several visits to Europe and the United States to direct yoga sessions, thereby allowing him to understand the specific problems of transmission of this science in the West.

			His favorite fruit was the papaya, which was part of his daily diet, as were steamed green vegetables.

			He loved above all two emblematic places in the world: the environs of Mount Kailasha, sacred to Shivaists,Vishnuists, Buddhists, and even Muslim Sufis, a place where his father had spent years on the banks of Lake Manasarovar to study Hatha Yoga with the Master, Ramamohan Brahmacari; and also Jerusalem, where, standing before the Western (Wailing) Wall, he recited the Veda, surrounded by orthodox Jews chanting their own prayers, and thus he understood why so many prophets had gone there over the ages.

			François Lorin

			(Information on the date of birth comes from a leaflet recently edited by the K.Y.M.)
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			“I have become all that I am not merely through my own effort, but through the grace of my Master!” 

 … …I remember he used to say: “the essential in life, is to stand up, on a firm base, unpretentiously, looking straight ahead, moving forward without tension, in the desired direction, without turning back. 

T.K.V. Desikachar
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			Sri T.Krishnamacharya
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